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Abstract
Smilowitz, Sarah D. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. August 2014. The Effects of
High-Stakes Testing and Social Studies Pedagogy: An Examination of Social Studies
Teaching Methods and Curriculum. Major Professor: Dr. Jeffrey Byford.
The purpose of this study was to examine how the changes in social studies
teaching methods and content pedagogy have changed due to the increase in high-stakes
testing in the area of secondary social studies. The primary questions addressed in this
study were focused on teacher perceptions regarding high-stakes testing in social studies,
and content pedagogy currently used in the social studies classroom.
The participants in this study included 12 high school U.S. History teachers from
3 public schools. A phenomenological study was conducted to gather information related
to the following research questions: (1) What are the perceptions of high school teachers
regarding high-stakes testing? (2) What are the perceptions of high school teachers in
regards to current teaching strategies commonly used in the social studies classroom? (3)
What are the perceptions of teachers regarding what determines the correct teaching style
or strategy utilized? (4) What are the perceptions of high school teachers regarding
formative assessments and activities in correlation with high-stakes testing?
Three common themes emerged from the data collected from the public school
teachers: (1) High-stakes testing enhances teachers’ understanding of content knowledge
and influences pedagogical strategies. (2) End of Course sample questions, primary
source documents, and discussion are effective strategies used in formative and
summative assessments in preparations for high-stakes learning. (3) High-stakes testing
directly affects curriculum planning and pedagogical instruction. Study results also
revealed unique themes shared by individual school sites. Themes shared by teachers at
iv

the high-achieving school (School A) were: (1) High-stakes testing was perceived
negatively by teachers and created stressful working conditions for teachers. (2) Teachers
sought outside references and sources to guide instructional activities in the classroom.
One theme shared by teachers at the average-achieving school (School B) was: (1) Time
constraints in teaching the U.S. History curriculum occurred due to the implementation of
high-stakes testing. Themes shared by teachers at the low-achieving school (School C)
were: (1) High-stakes testing limited the amount of content covered and depth of detail
explored. (2) High-stakes testing negativity impacted teaching style.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine how the changes in social studies
teaching methods and content pedagogy have changed due to the increase in high-stakes
testing in the area of secondary social studies. By conducting this investigation in
secondary education, the researcher intended to explore two particular elements: (a)
teacher perceptions regarding high-stakes testing in social studies, and (b) content
pedagogy (the art and science of how something is taught) currently used in the social
studies classroom. Historically, American students have been tested over the decades to
measure intelligence and subject-specific content knowledge. Therefore, the concept of
high-stakes testing is not a new phenomenon.
The Standardized Testing Movement
The first use of standardized testing in the United States used to measure students’
knowledge and abilities occurred in 1866 through a series of Regents exams issued to
students by the New York State legislature. Considered the first “high-stakes content
exam” to measure students’ knowledge, the New York Regents examination assessed
student achievement in certain subject areas and enabled student classification. The
classification of students was seen as both important and necessary as the student
population was becoming more diverse, and classification was seen as effective in
assisting students with special education needs. The New York Regents exam established
certain categories in which students could be classified as “academic scholars” and
awarded scholarships for future scholastic study. In 1897, the Regents examinations were
expanded to assess secondary education in the subjects of algebra, Latin, American
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History, Natural Philosophy, and Natural Geography. Resulting from the potential of
these tests to measure students’ knowledge in certain subjects, the New York Regents
exam set a standard in education for other states to follow.
The origins of the first standardized test in America can be traced to the United
States Army’s Alpha test, which was used to measure the intelligence of soldiers and
incoming recruits. According to Altenbaugh (2003), this test enabled measurement of
both a soldier’s intelligence and occupational ability to determine the soldier’s job-related
roles and abilities in the combined armed forces. Based on a soldier’s perceived success
and accuracy, the Alpha test was given to over 2 million children in public schools during
the 1920s - 1930s as an instrument used to classify them for vocations and academic
levels up until 1932.
National testing continued to emerge in the 1920s. In 1923, Carl C. Brigham, a
pioneer in the education testing movement, published A Study of American Intelligence,
in which he analyzed test results from students in public schools through the lens of
race/ethnicity. Based on his theory of race-based intellectual superiority, he concluded
that the American education system was declining and would continue to decline at an
accelerated rate due to the racial integration of the public school system (WGBH
Educational Foundation, 2011). Brigham attempted to bring national awareness to the
perceived problem of immigration and the massive intellectual differences among
children of different races in public education. Brigham’s (1926) continued research in
intelligence led to the development of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), a
measurement used as an admission requirement by colleges and universities. During the
early part of the century, admission to most higher education institutions in the United
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States was an informal process (Levine, 1986). However, Brigham’s work allowed for
structure and objective ways to evaluate admission applicants.
During the 1920s, social studies education underwent a massive reform. The
Committee on Social Studies (as cited in Fallace & Fantozzi, 2013) recommended a new
scope and sequence of history courses to replace the existing social studies curriculum in
public schools. According to John Dewey (as cited in Evans, R.W., 2006), social studies
curriculum should include the teaching of civic responsibility, as social studies
encompasses more than simply teaching historical events. This philosophical perspective,
better known as the Progressive Movement, grew throughout the 1920s and 1930s. The
rationale for a new social studies curriculum was that social studies was the product of
interest in social progress, involving broader social and intellectual concerns and
including the active or critical study of social issues (Ross, 2006).
Harold Rugg, a proponent of the Progressive Movement, recommended that an
issues-centered curriculum should be used to teach social studies to develop active and
informed citizens (Fallace, 2011). Much like Dewey, Rugg believed social studies
education should aid in social improvement and social reconstruction (Evans, R.W.,
2007). Rugg designed his own social studies curriculum and wrote several thematic
issue-centered textbooks. Rugg’s textbooks were widely used by schools and social
studies teachers until 1942. Rugg’s curriculum used interdisciplinary techniques focused
on the issues and problems society faced. Students exposed to learning via Rugg’s
curriculum were taught to use critical inquiry and analysis to find solutions to problems
posed. However, his curriculum was attacked by conservative educators at that time as
being too liberal, promoting socialist propaganda, promoting Communism, and being
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filled with anti-American rhetoric (Evans, R.W., 2007; Kuhn, 1958; Riley & Stern,
2004). Rugg’s curriculum went against the standard, traditional memorization of
information from textbooks and standardized testing.
During this time, there was an ongoing ideological debate between educators and
historians about how social studies should be taught. Progressive educators, such as
Harold Rugg and John Dewey, believed that social studies should be taught using
reflective thinking curriculums, whereas conservative educators, such as Augustin Rudd
and John Almack, believed history and democratic values were the only components that
were educationally significant within the social studies curriculum (Thornton & Barton,
2010). These two perspectives were curricular rivals. Conservative social studies
curriculums were focused on sequential historical teaching through traditional
fundamental educational techniques (Rudd, 1957). Fundamental educational techniques
included rote memorization of historical information, direct instruction, and minimal
teacher-student interaction. Conservative educators like Rudd believed in sound
education based on the fundamentals, and the fundamentals included basic skills and
knowledge that could be tested. Rudd called himself an essentialist, insisting that the
acquisition of fundamental knowledge was essential to a sound education and good
citizenship. Liberal or progressive social studies curriculums were focused on critical
thinking, hands-on learning, problem solving, and civic responsibility.
The Progressive Movement was influential in organizing public education. The
principal tenets behind the Progressive Movement were that children should become
active participants in the learning process, children should actively investigate society,
and the curriculum should use various pedagogical methods for delivery. From 1930 to
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1942, the Progressive Education Association (PEA) conducted the Eight Year Study. The
purpose was to evaluate the effectiveness of progressive curriculum programs and
progressive education. According to Aikin (1942), the Eight-Year Study indicated that
students who received progressive curriculum scored equally as well or better in five
major areas of education than students who did not receive progressive education via the
progressive curriculum. The five areas evaluated were (a) academic grades, (b)
extracurricular participation, (c) dropout rates, (d) intellectual curiosity, and (e) student
resourcefulness. An interesting outcome of the Eight Year Study (as cited in Aikin, 1942)
included the development of more sophisticated student tests and new forms of student
assessment.
Following the Progressive Movement, the Vocational Education Movement
emerged to better meet the need for a new industrialized city. With the increased need for
laborers and skilled workers, business owners sought an accurate method to organize
laborers’ skill sets. While there were existing tests (e.g., New York Regents examination,
SAT) to categorize students into vocational fields, vocational training and factory schools
used standardized testing to track children and simultaneously improve the job market.
Testing enabled labor markets to properly use the new immigrant labor pool, which was
important, as the largest wave of immigration in American history occurred between
1880 and 1920. This surge in immigration helped transform business and the labor
industry in the United States. Technical skills and education became essential in the new
industrialized society (Cowan, 1997).
Intelligence tests, adopted by schools to combat administrative and pedagogical
crises when faced with increased enrollment, more diverse student populations, and
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compulsory education laws, resonated with the national values of the Progressive Era as
well as the vocational needs of the new industrialized city (Monahan, 1998).
Standardized tests were the perceived logical outgrowth of the Progressive quest for
efficiency, conservation, and order. These tests were welcomed by people who placed
their trust in the authority of science and the expert (Monahan, 1998). Progressive
educators attempted to restructure curriculums for coursework in primary and secondary
schools.
World War II primarily initiated the changes in educational standards in America
during the 1940s, as it exposed the deficiencies of American education when millions of
draftees were rejected by the armed forces due to the high amounts of illiteracy
(Baughman, 2001). The American public was unsettled with what was perceived as a
lack of academic rigor in the nation’s education system, which was compounded with the
postwar threat of Communism as a political rival with growing influence in education
(Menante, 2009). The growing threat of Communist influence in the education system led
to public accusations against academic scholars, researchers, and advocates of
progressive education as there was a fear that these educators and the textbooks they used
might be indoctrinating students in Fascism through Communist ideology (Baughman,
2001). By 1945, massive education reforms and curriculum reforms began to reduce the
influence of existing progressive education programs. While in the past 30 years
education had been poorly funded and unorganized, by the late 1940s, a new cultural
education agenda was being set as a result of the public outcry to fix the perceived
“broken system.” Federal funding in education increased as well as efforts to standardize
and systematize the education system (Baughman, 2001).
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Due to a number of historical events, several legislative education reform acts
were passed during the 1950s and 1960s to reform education, including the National
Defense Educational Act and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. During this
period, many universities were given substantial grants to help improve and reinforce
public education. The National Science Foundation was created in the early 1950s to
improve science education and research. The goal of the National Science Foundation
was to promote the progress of science; advance the national health, prosperity, and
welfare; and to secure the national defense (National Science Foundation, 2012). After
the Soviet Union’s launch of Sputnik and the results of a Purdue public opinion in poll in
1957 regarding American education, citizens and Congress feared that American schools
were lagging behind other countries. This fear fostered legislative support and resulted in
the creation of the National Defense Education Act (NDEA), which was developed to (a)
bring America back to the forefront in technological innovation and educational
superiority and (b) authorize funding for standardized testing in American schools.
Continuing educational improvement and assessment, the NDEA, passed in 1958,
provided funding to reform curriculum and instruction in science, mathematics, and
foreign languages (Byford & Russell, 2007). According to Madaus, Russell, and Higgins
(2009), the NDEA was a landmark act in the expansion of educational testing.
In the 1960s, classroom testing was used to expose the need for increased
educational opportunities for disadvantaged and minority students; testing was also used
to judge the success of several educational programs being used (Madaus et al., 2009).
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) allocated funds for
additional standardized testing in the public school system. The ESEA enabled funding
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for several types of educational reform, including issues concerning: (a) funding for
primary and secondary education; (b) the forbiddance of a national curriculum; (c)
emphasis on equal access to education; and (d) the establishment of high standards and
accountability. These reforms were developed in an effort to minimize the achievement
gap of minority students from low-income households by providing all children with fair
and equal opportunities to receive an exceptional education (Allison, 1966). The ESEA
also provided additional funding for teachers to attend professional development
workshops, access to instructional materials, acquire library support, and engage in
educational research. According to Crosby (1966), standardized testing engulfed public
schools by the late 1960s.
After the Communist scare during the Progressive Movement, social studies
curriculum returned to its traditionally conservative teaching of history and geography
(Ross, 2006). During the 1950s, social studies curriculum was primarily focused on
political, military, and diplomatic events, with little concern for social issues, humanities,
or the arts (Risinger, 1993). During this time, students were tested on their knowledge of
historical facts. However, an educational climate that was increasingly favorable toward
the returned study of social inquiry was visible in social studies in the late 1950s (Senesh,
1981). By 1958, social studies curriculum began to include the teaching of social realities
once again, as well as the continued teaching of democratic values, historical facts, and
civic responsibility. Throughout the 1960s, social competence and social awareness were
the central areas of focus of social studies curriculum. During this period, student
knowledge was acquired through reasoning, critical thinking, analysis, and creativity
(Senesh, 1981). A new movement in social studies was gaining momentum during this
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period, and many noteworthy educational projects debuted during this time, such as the
Harvard Social Studies Project, Carnegie-Mellon University’s Social Studies Curriculum
Project, and the Anthropology Curriculum Study Project, to name a few.
By the 1970s, it was evident that the ESEA had failed to produce the desired
educational outcomes because standardized test scores and student performance were not
increasing as anticipated. Based on continued decline, an educational movement referred
to as “Back to the Basics” was emerging with a focus on tradition-based behaviorist
principles in both elementary and secondary school settings (Farrell, 1978). As a result of
this this movement, students were engaged in drill practice, recitation, daily homework,
and testing, and promotion from one grade level to the next was permitted only after
skills mastery was proven through acceptable tests scores. By 1977, 11 state legislatures
and 20 state boards of education had established state programs for some minimal form
of high school competency testing (Farrell, 1978). Gallup polls from 1970 and 1983
(Bishop, 1989) indicated strong public support for a national high school test (Airasian,
1988). By the end of the 1970s, it was clear that another national push for educational
reform was beginning.
During the 1980s, a movement focused on high-stakes testing gained momentum
(Sass, 2012). Testing in all major subject areas began after the National Commission on
Excellence in Education published A Nation at Risk (1983) report indicating declines in
educational support and rigor. Government officials, education agencies, and the general
public were alarmed by the data in this report and wanted to increase the rigor and
educational standards within the American public school system. According to A Nation
at Risk report (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) reveled several
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important findings: (a) average SAT scores had dropped over 50 points in the verbal
section and 40 points in the mathematics section between 1963 and 1980; (b) 50% of 17year-olds were unable to solve problems using critical-thinking skills; (c) nearly 40% of
17-year-olds could not draw inferences from written material; (d) only 20% of American
students could write a persuasive essay; (e) 33% of American students could solve a
multiple-step math problem; and (f) about 13% of all 17-year-olds in the United States
could be considered functionally illiterate.
Education reform in the 1990s included new state-mandated standards and
increases in state assessments and overall educational accountability. States and school
districts adopted what was called “outcome-based education” (OBE), which included
three main components: (a) subject-specific standards, (b) student performance
indicators, and (c) quantitative assessment measures (Forgione, 1998). The overarching
goal of education in the 1990s was to assess student mastery and performance of required
content and tasks. By the end of the decade, 38 states had adopted End of Course testing
(EOC), performance-based assessments, or extended-response assessments (Hurst, Tan,
Meek, & Sellers, 2003). End of Course assessments refer to standardized, computerbased, criterion-referenced assessments that measure students’ mastery of curriculum in a
specific content area. Performance-based assessments involved on-demand, openresponse tasks (e.g., solving a math problem and explaining the solution), portfolios,
hands-on performance tasks (e.g., conducting experiments with scientific apparatus), and
hybrid tasks that entailed both group and individual activities (Koretz & Hamilton, 2000).
Extended-response assessments required students to construct written responses to a
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question or essay prompt. Extended written-response assessments are also called freeresponse questions (FRQs) or document-based questions (DBQs).
Nearly two decades after the high-stakes testing movement, federal legislation
known as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was implemented in 2002. The purpose
of NCLB was to (a) ensure that all students were taught specific subject curriculum and
assessed accordingly; (b) enact new teacher certification guidelines; and (c) verify that
schools met and were accountable for the State’s mandatory test-score requirements. As
documented in the literature (Au, 2009; Heubert, 2000; O’Connor, Heafner, & Groce,
2007), the strict implementation of NCLB legislation helped created several of the issues
in logistics and accountability plaguing the education system of today. Some of these
logistical and accountability problems include:(a) a state’s ability to maintain ongoing
compliance with standards set by NCLB, (b) students failing to pass state exit
examinations; (c) a phenomenon known as “teaching to the test,” (d) an increase in the
numbers of students dropping out of school, and (e) the limitations of the available
curriculum taught beyond the required content.
Historically, public schools in urban areas have been restructured by state
departments of education due to low test scores, according to the standards set forth by
NCLB requirements, over consecutive years (Maday, 2008; Ratner, 2012). In such
schools, the United States Department of Education mandates that all teachers reapply for
new teaching positions within the school district. As an unintended byproduct of highstakes testing, the problem of test alterations among teachers has emerged (Braden &
Schroeder, 2004). As Nichols, Glass, and Berliner (2005) stated, teachers are under
pressure to ensure that their students do well on standardized tests and therefore aid their
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students by unethical, corrupted means. Such test-score manipulation occurred in the
public school system in the city of Atlanta, Georgia, in 2009 (Koebler, 2011) when 82
teachers from the Atlanta public school system confessed to erasing students’ incorrect
answers and replacing answers with the correct answers to improve overall test scores. In
addition, Axtman (2005) cited that teachers from Boston, Florida, and California had also
provided students with answers to tests, changed students’ answers after the test was
completed, and gave students extra time on state-mandated tests.
Context of the Problem
The intended outcomes of high-stakes testing were simplistic in nature; it was
assumed that testing would help schools show that the students were learning the material
(Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2006). As teachers were deemed effective through their
students’ test scores and academic performance, states provided justification for
educational funding through test-related data. According to Johnson (2013), testing
helped teachers of specific content areas meet predetermined goals. In social studies
education, the negative connotation associated with high-stakes testing was detrimental to
both teachers and students. According to Agrey (2004), high-stakes testing in social
studies did not measure students’ awareness of major social studies understandings,
appreciations, life applications, and higher-order thinking skills.
According to the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS), the goal of
social studies was to teach social studies powerfully and authentically, with in-depth
knowledge and understanding of the subject and its unique goals. While social studies
programs were meant to prepare students to be able to identify, understand, and solve the
challenges facing their diverse nation in an increasingly interdependent world, the actual

12

instruction time spent meeting these goals had steadily decreased over the past 15 years
due to teachers having to both prepare their students for content-area examinations and
remove nonessential and untested social studies curriculum (Cocke, Buckley, & Scott,
2011).
Statement of the Problem
High-stakes testing has changed the face of education and how teachers are going
about teaching content (Luna & Turner, 2001). High-stakes testing has been shown to
narrow the curriculum being taught (David, 2011). According to David (2011), the
curriculum taught is strongly influenced by what content appears on the test, and current
research shows a strong correlation that standardized high-stakes testing effects what is
being taught in schools (Greene, Winters, & Forster, 2003).
Beginning in 2005, all students in Tennessee high schools have been required to
pass the Gateway examinations to successfully complete high school and earn a regular
diploma. The Gateway exams assess students’ knowledge and skills in mathematics,
reading and language arts, and science (Webb, J.W., 2005). The Gateway exams in high
schools within the state of Tennessee are called End of Course exams. Students take these
exams upon completion of certain courses, namely: Algebra I, Algebra II, English I,
English II, U.S. History, and Biology. The Tennessee State Board of Education and other
proponents of the Gateway exams rationalize this testing by stating that these exams
establish accountability for students, schools, and teachers.
In 2010, the state of Tennessee was awarded the Race to the Top grant, which
granted $500 million to aid in the education reform needed to improve both student and
teacher accountability. These funds were used to improve student achievement.

13

Currently, Tennessee is in the process of developing summative assessments in English,
language arts, mathematics, and social studies as well as incorporating computer-based
online testing. The state plans to utilize high school assessments that will culminate with
college-ready assessments to certify whether or not students are prepared for collegiate
coursework.
As high-stakes testing continues to evolve, social studies teachers in Tennessee
must find ways to improve test scores without removing all aspects of the curriculum
while using research-based pedagogical methods that are considered “best practices” in
social studies. This includes adding the new Common Core Standards into daily teaching
activities. The pedagogical methods and approaches that social studies teachers design
and utilize may have a significant effect on overall student achievement as well as
increase student engagement and renew interest in social studies. This study may help
identify how high-stakes testing affects the U.S. History curriculum being taught at the
secondary level, in addition to providing insight into what teachers are doing in their
classrooms.
Purpose of the Study
In the current study, the researcher investigated the pedagogical methods used by
secondary social studies teachers. With the following in mind, the researcher sought to
determine the pedagogical methods used by teachers in social studies classrooms in an
urban school setting in the mid-Southern region of the United States. In addition, the
researcher identified factors that possibly aid the ongoing issue of poor performance on
state-mandated tests in the area of social studies. Data was organized according to three
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characteristics associated with the effects of high-stakes testing and social studies
pedagogy.
This study was designed to explore and identify if any of the changes in social
studies pedagogy at the secondary level were due to the increase in high-stakes testing.
Findings from this study may enable educators, researchers, and administrators to better
understand how pedagogy used in social studies classrooms can increase test scores, and
may contribute to the existing literature for educational research and the study of social
studies teaching. By understanding current pedagogical methods used, educators may be
able to improve test scores in social studies subjects. In addition, the results of the current
examination: (a) may help school districts attract and retain better social studies teachers,
(b) may allow teacher education programs to modify current course offerings for future
social studies teachers, (c) may aid in the improvement of student test scores in social
studies, and (d) may assist in the identification of additional best practices in social
studies education.
Research Questions
Four research questions guided the current study:
1. What are the perceptions of high school teachers regarding high-stakes
testing?
2. What are the perceptions of high school teachers in regards to current
teaching strategies commonly used in the social studies classroom?
3. What are the perceptions of high school teachers regarding what
determines the correct teaching style or strategy utilized?
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4. What are the perceptions of high school teachers regarding formative
assessments and activities in correlation with high-stakes testing?
Scope and Limitations
Although every effort was made to ensure accuracy and trustworthiness of the
information presented in the current study, there are limitations to every study.
Limitations of this study included: (a) access to social studies teachers in the urban school
district and (b) the attainment of a large pool of study participants. In addition, the
geographical range from which participants were selected was limited to a specific area.
Another limitation was that the times designated for interviews may have been
cumbersome due to the schedules of both the study participants and the researcher. Also,
this study did not provide a tangible benefit for the participants; therefore, selected
participants could have dropped out of the study.
As a social studies educator, the researcher had certain assumptions and biases.
One assumption held by the researcher was that participants would have a strong
understanding of best practices within the field in social studies education. Another
assumption held by the researcher was that they would be well versed in the use of
multiple instructional methods in teaching social studies. Throughout this study, the
researcher did everything possible to ensure that study participants were not aware of
these assumptions. The researcher guarded against and refrained from using any actions
or words that could have influenced the participants’ responses throughout the
interviewing process.
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Definition of Terms
Several terms listed here were referenced throughout the study. Such terms have
been developed through their view of the literature. These terms are listed below:
Standardized tests: Tests administered and scored under uniform (standardized)
conditions and usually commercially prepared for nation-wide use to provide accurate,
meaningful information about a student's level of performance as relative to others at
their age or grade level
Teaching to the test: Teaching students information needed to pass a specific
standardized test that will be given.
High-stakes testing: Testing mandated by NCLB with important consequences for
students (e.g., promotion to the next grade, graduation from high school) and educators
(e.g., monetary compensation, funding).
Adequate yearly progress (AYP): The standard of measurement used by the
United States Department of Education to evaluate the progress of public school districts
in the required provisions outlined in No Child Left Behind legislation of 2002.
Content knowledge: The level of mastery a classroom teacher has acquired in the
content area in which he or she instructs.
Pedagogical knowledge: The level of mastery a classroom teacher has acquired
based on the different aspects of teaching.
Purposeful sampling: The selection of individuals and sites to study based on how
well the potential participants contribute purposefully to the research problem (Creswell,
2009).
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
In this chapter, the researcher investigated the influence of testing on social
studies curriculum. This chapter begins with a historical investigation and review of
modern-day testing in the United States and the impact of this testing on curriculum and
pedagogical changes. This chapter also contains an examination of historical events,
political movements, and educational/curriculum movements that have had an influence
on testing and social studies pedagogy.
1900−1920: Measure of Intelligence and Classification of Student Academic Levels
The first modern intelligence test used in education was developed by Alfred
Binet and Theodore Simon in 1904. This intelligence test was designed to distinguish a
baseline for intelligent French school children from that of mentally retarded children.
According to Myers (2007), Binet’s goal was to help children that would most likely
have difficulty in school and need specialized assistance. The intelligence test measured
logical reasoning and included the identification of vocabulary terms and objects.
At the onset of World War I in 1914, the United States Army needed a method to
evaluate incoming recruits to best assign soldiers to job positions (Ballantyne, 2008).
This need led to the rapid development of intelligence tests. Robert Yerkes, president of
the American Psychological Association (APA) and chairman of the Committee on the
Psychological Examination of Recruits, helped develop the Army Alpha and Army Beta
intelligence tests. The standardized Alpha test was administered to over a million
incoming recruits and soldiers to enable the Army to determine which men were better
suited for specific occupations (McGuire, 1994). Comprised of eight subtests, the test
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involved oral directions, comprehending verbal directions, solving problems, performing
mathematical computation, reading comprehension, language comprehension, vocabulary
knowledge, grammar identification, semantic knowledge, logical reasoning, numerical
comprehension, solving analogies, cultural knowledge, and civic knowledge. The results
of the Alpha test indicated a strong correlation between test scores and years of
schooling, which confirmed that many recruits and soldiers were functionally illiterate
(Yerkes, 1921).
Based on the characteristics used and developed by the United States military,
Lewis Terman developed a National Intelligence Test in 1919 to categorize junior and
senior high school students into high, middle, or low educational curriculum tracks
according to their mental abilities (Ballantyne, 2002). Terman believed that a child’s test
scores would show his or her native intelligence ability as well as possible future career
paths. In 1923, Terman created the Stanford Achievement Battery Test, which was
renamed the Stanford Achievement Test (also known as the SAT). Kimball Young
(1932), one of Terman’s students at Stanford University, conducted a study in California
public schools. Young found that 42% of the students at the public school tested were
behind grade level. Young (1932) also recommended the use of standardized testing
throughout elementary schools to group students and to evaluate the schools. Soon after,
California school systems began using the SAT to measure students’ knowledge
(Shepard, 1991).
Parallel to the intelligence testing movements occurring in military and public
schools, the College Entrance Exam board created a variety of written examinations
beginning in 1900, all of which were designed to test students’ knowledge in
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mathematics, science, literature, and Latin (Colangelo, Assouline, & Gross, 2004). These
lengthy, essay-style exams were graded by university professors by hand, which resulted
in subjective grading and a long, tedious process. In 1926, the College Entrance Exam
board implemented the use of the multiple-choice Scholastic Aptitude Test, which made
both testing and grading quicker, more standardized, and objectively driven (Swafford,
2007).
John Dewey, a vocal opponent of standardized testing, believed that standardized
testing was flawed and that the outcomes produced little valuable information
(Covaleskie, 2002). Dewey also believed that the education system was outdated and
needed a complete overhaul. Dewey’s theory of education included his child-centered
learning approach. Dewey (1916) explained that the fundamental purpose of education is
to prepare students to function productively as adults in a democratic society that could
afford equal opportunity for all, regardless of social class, race, or gender. Dewey (1938)
maintained his conviction, stating “…democratic social arrangements promote a better
quality of human experience, one which is more widely accessible and enjoyed, than do
non-democratic and anti-democratic forms of social life” (p. 34). Dewey thought that
children should have educational experiences that fostered the greatest learning potential
for the greatest numbers of students, and he did not think this included the use of
standardized testing, which Dewey considered “a threat to authenticity” (Vinson & Ross,
2001).
Dewey, who criticized educational leaders for missing opportunities to equip
students with the necessary knowledge and skills for life in a democratic society, believed
that education should be committed to reflective inquiry, cooperation, growth,
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association, and multiculturalism within society (Weiss, DeFalco, & Weiss, 2005). He
did not approve of educators who seemingly stressed subject-matter mastery at the
expense of a child’s individual interests. As Dewey (1938) stated, “Educators who too
often focused on the child’s traits at the expense of society’s needs for students to
understand contemporary issues and to learn from and about our history” (p. 6). Dewey
thought that the ultimate goal of education should be to make all individuals problem
solvers with the ability to employ intelligent thinking. According to Eldridge (1999),
Dewey’s “project in life was to intellectualize practice, to have all of us live intelligent
lives, and not to ‘practicalize’ intelligence” (p. 5). Dewey (as cited in Warde, 1960) stated
that “the actual interests of the child must be discovered if the significance and worth of
his life is to be taken into account and full development achieved. Each subject must
fulfill present needs of growing children” (p. 1). Dewey’s theory of education played a
significant role in education reform of the 1920s and influenced many educators.
1920-1929: The Social Studies and Development of Early National Curriculum
To understand the early development of social studies curriculum, we must first
understand how social studies were taught prior to this time. In the 1800s, social studies
used historical stories and tales in hopes of transmitting nationalistic values (Thornton,
2004). However, there was a shift in the late 1800s when historians argued that history
was a prerequisite of citizenship, in which history facts, figures, names, and dates as well
as diplomatic and military history should be taught, memorized, and tested (Ross, 2006).
The rigorous study of history, according to these historians, was necessary for children to
learn how to become good citizens. In 1898, the American Historical Association
published The Study of History in Schools, which defined the way history would be
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taught at the high school level. The members of The Study of History in Schools, and their
recommendations, would become known as the Committee of Seven (American
Historical Association, 1898).
The Committee of Seven made many influential changes to The Study of History
in Schools’ social studies curriculum. Social studies would be taught in four scaffolding
blocks throughout high school, with each block structured around a specific historical
focus (Berson, Cruz, Duplass, Johnston, & Adler, 2003). In addition, teachers should
devote more school time to teaching history-based facts that were essential to the history
of America. The Committee of Seven identified the methods of instruction to be used, the
training needed by teachers, the sources to be used, college entrance requirements, and
written college entrance examinations. Thereafter, the College Entrance Examination
board developed its entire testing program around the Committee of Seven’s
recommendations, and these recommendations were implemented by state departments of
public instruction, teacher education programs, universities, and textbook publishers
(Provenzo, 2009).
During this period, educators, social scientists, and historians disagreed about
how social studies should be taught. Historians believed that social studies courses should
develop patriotism and teach American history to foreign-born citizens (Berson et al.,
2003). Historians also believed in teaching history simply for the sake of learning it.
However, educators believed social education was a necessary component of social
studies (Stanley, 2005). Also, social scientists believed that each area within social
studies should have its own area of study under the larger umbrella of social studies.
These different ideologies caused division within the realm of social studies, and
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subgroups began to form associations, such as the American Political Science
Association, the American Sociological Association, and the American Psychological
Association (Berson et al., 2003). These subgroups began to lobby for introductory social
science courses at the secondary level and wanted these courses to replace history
courses.
In 1916, the National Education Association Committee (NEA) advocated an
interdisciplinary approach to the teaching of social studies, suggesting the combination of
several subjects, including history, geography, political science, and economics (Bolinger
& Warren, 2007). This was a break from older traditions in “history” for the NEA and
within the field of social studies. According to the NEA, the main goal of social studies
was to aid in the cultivation of good citizens (Carpenter, J.J., 2006). The NEA wanted to
help define the goals of public education and the role of social studies curriculum, and
they wanted to use objectives to select content from all academic disciplines. The
committee emphasized skills and attitudes rather than facts and figures. Students were to
study relevant topics that would teach them how to live effectively in their environments,
and they should be taught how to make decisions and use good judgment in times of
conflict. This methodology was not about children reading, reciting, drilling, and
memorizing material. It was designed to teach the child how to think about their own
experiences by making observations, creating inner connections, and utilizing reasoning
to form conclusions (NCSS, 1992). The NEA believed that teaching social studies in an
integrated manner would help close the testing score gap in public schools as well as help
produce good citizens (Darling-Hammond, 2010). Advocates of the NEA’s position
believed the purpose of education was to mold students’ values while promoting social
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justice and correcting social problems (Kliebard, 2004). To help coordinate the scope and
sequence of the social studies curriculum, the National Council for the Social Studies was
founded in 1921 (Ross, 2006).
In 1929, the American Historical Association (AHA) created a national
committee of scholars to examine social studies in American public schools. After
roughly eight years of examination, the committee published a report that is still regarded
as the most comprehensive analysis pertaining to social education, in which the goal of
social studies was stated to help develop students into “rich, many-sided personalities
equipped with practical knowledge and inspired ideals so that they make their way and
fulfill their mission in a changing society which is part of a complex world” (Situngkir,
2003). In addition, history and social sciences were to be integrated to aid in the
reconstruction of society through public education.
1930−1939: The Progressive Movement and Vocational Influences
John Dewey, an advocate of progressive education, believed that the progressive
model was needed to have a true democratic society and should “aid in the advancement
and the welfare of society” (Dewey, 1909, p. 15). Dewey thought the current education
system and the way social studies were being taught was a waste of time. According to
Dewey, both education and school time should be devoted to connecting learning
experiences with real-life situations and learning by doing, in which students are actively
engaged with the subject matter. His beliefs were similar to the NEA’s reform goals.
Dewey thought the traditional education system did not consider the needs and abilities
of individual students, which hindered the education system, and that students were
robbed of their desire to learn in the traditional system. Education should promote
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democracy, equality, and social progress, according to Dewey. Dewey’s curriculum
concepts included abandoning traditional disciplines so that students could engage in
solving real-life problems through projects and activities (D'Angelo et al., 2009).
In the 1930s, social studies curriculum was redeveloped to accommodate a
changing America. Several events, such as the increase in the number of immigrants in
the U.S., the Great Depression, and the stock market crash, all played an influential role
in shaping curriculum’s redevelopment (Lawson, 2012). Between 1880 and 1920, 23
million immigrants came to the United States (Edson, 1978), resulting in an increase in
public school enrollment and creating an imperative for new curriculum mandates to
meet the demands of the changing student population. Immigrants needed a curriculum in
which they could learn English, learn how to live in a democracy, and learn how to
behave in a social, civic-minded manner (Edson, 1978). At this time, the goal of social
studies changed to prepare children for life in the United States and to aid in their social
reform.
Some educators also believed that urbanization contributed to the increase in
social vices; therefore, social studies curriculum had to change to meet the demands of
society (Edson, 1978). In addition, the Great Depression and the crash of the stock
market affected education funding. Funding for many subject areas was reduced,
however, social studies funding was not (Yamashita, 2008). During this period, social
studies education was providing students with more than historical information - it was
teaching children how to behave appropriately in a democratic, civic-minded, moral
society. Social studies became the subject area that encompassed nationalism and
patriotism, both of which were important values in the time after World War I.
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The Progressive Education Movement began in 1935, starting at Columbia
University’s Teachers College in New York (Kridel & Bullough, 2007). One of the goals
of this movement was to aid in social reconstruction, which would occur through
education. Other goals of the Progressive Education Movement included using an
integrated curriculum; placing more emphasis on problem solving, critical thinking,
developing social skills; understanding social responsibility; a de-emphasizing the use of
textbooks; and emphasizing lifelong learning and democracy. Society drastically changed
between 1919 and 1930, and things taught in schools needed to change as well to suit the
needs of the students. The industrial boom created a need for vocational education as well
as social reform. Children needed to be taught how to think, as opposed to what to think
(Mead, 1955).
In the field of social studies, Harold Rugg was a key advocate and curriculum
reformer of the Progressive Movement. Educated at Dartmouth and the University of
Illinois, Rugg believed in an issues-centered approach to modern and historical problems.
He believed in the use of instructional methods and strategies to teach children how to
use reflective thinking, make generalizations, and draw conclusions (Evans, R.W., 2007).
Rugg (1941) believed that postwar America interfered with citizens’ full development
because men were selfishly individualistic and society was undemocratic and overly
competitive. According to Rugg (1927), schools were not dealing adequately with these
problems and the education system needed a complete overhaul. Rugg opposed textbook
materials, dismissing this as big business and indicating that big business was responsible
for the negative social aspects found within society. According to Rugg (1923):
The greatest hope for improvement in our generation lies in the
construction of a curriculum which shall as fully as possible overcome the
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handicaps of the present school situation, and which shall lead the great
body of pupils to an understanding and appreciation of the conditions and
problems of our complex civilization. (p. 6)
Like Dewey, Rugg considered the current education system flawed, especially in
social studies, and, in 1923, he started developing a new issue-centered social studies
curriculum. Rugg defended the need for a new curriculum by referring to schools’
failures to relate topics to students’ daily lives and to current societal issues (Lawson,
2012). Rugg developed an innovative series of social studies textbooks for use in
elementary and secondary schools, using a problem-centered format with open-ended
questions.
Views such as Rugg’s were considered controversial by mainstream society
(Evans, R.W., 2007). Branded un-American by big businesses and the American Legion,
Rugg’s textbooks raised questions about the structure of American society, the economy,
policymakers, and the government (Evans, R. W., 2007). Unlike more recent social
studies curriculum reformers, Rugg focused on social justice problems in American
society (Riley, 2006), and his textbooks employed an inquiry-based method to address
social issues, such as the role of the government in business, poverty, race relations,
cultural diversity, labor rights, and civics. Issue-centered education is focused on
problems that should be addressed, and according to R.W. Evans (2007), it is focused on
depth of understanding, connectedness of the material through themes or disciplines, and
challenging content. According to R.W. Evans (2007), the study of social studies is
ultimately aimed at empowering learners. Rugg used a narrative format to teach history
instead of a historian format, developing dramatic personal stories to teach about
historical events. Rugg presented graphic pictures, moral dilemmas, and values lessons to
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teach social studies content (Evans, R. W., 2007). The purpose of Rugg’s curriculum and
textbook series was to create informed citizens who understood the American democratic
systems in place to aid with democratic and social decisions (Evans, R. W., 2007).
Despite being controversial, Rugg’s textbook series changed the way social studies
curriculum was written.
By the mid-1930s, progressive educational curriculum had found a large
following in many schools in the United States. However, many large organizations,
including the American Legion, the National Republic, the American Federation of
Advertising (AAF), the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), Liberty
magazine, Bertie Forbes, and the Daughters for the Colonial Wars, all continued to
criticize the perceived anti-capitalist pedagogy utilized predominately through Rugg’s
curriculum (Nash, 1995).
By the late 1930s, the focus of schooling shifted. Testing was gaining momentum,
and teaching life skills was becoming more important than Rugg’s issue-centered
education. The testing movement had been slowly growing since 1912, but it failed to
reach prominence during the 1920s. The first standardized test, the Scholastic Aptitude
Test (SAT), which covered vocabulary and mathematics, was created in 1926 by the
College Board, a nonprofit group of consisting of universities and other educational
organizations. By 1930, the SAT had gained popularity and was widely accepted by
universities. The SAT became a standard rite of passage for college-bound high school
seniors by 1935 (Kinzie et al., 2004).
During the 1930s, researchers in education started to write articles about
progressive education and its associated flaws and present their findings at conferences
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and to school officials (Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 2005). Orleans (1932) found that
progressive teaching lacked comprehensive testing. According to Orleans, testing
interfered with progressive teaching methodology and therefore was not used (Jones, V.
& Crook, 1932). Orleans (1932) identified specific items that should be included in a
child’s education: the mastery of skills, how to gather information, the development of
life habits, democratic attitudes, and specific types of thinking. He also supported the
testing industry by stating, “...to make sure pupils are learning it is essential to find out
from time to time how adequate students are learning (by the use of tests) and take proper
steps to improve their accomplishments” (Orleans, 1932). According to Orleans, the
purpose of testing was to make improvements within a school, and his research helped
pave the way for measuring education and the increased use of standardized testing
(Jones & Crook, 1932).
Butler (1937) agreed with Orleans, stating that “tests must be consistent with the
teaching method being used” (p. 425). Since progressive teaching methods did not follow
traditional formats, objective testing methods were not developed in progressive
education. Butler stressed that anything short of application would not be a worthy
objective, thus indicating that progressive education methods lacked objectivity. In
addition, Butler found that fundamentals were not being taught, highlighting
shortcomings in that learning process. Butler, like Orleans, advocated mastery of the
material taught and using testing to show progress.
With increased testing in public schools came an increase in teaching life skills.
Life skills are behaviors that individuals need to function in a society that are learned
through teaching and/or direct experience (Dewey, 1916). Life skills address issues

29

people encounter in their daily lives, dependent upon societal norms and community
expectations. Teaching life skills was incorporated into progressive social studies
curriculum during this time. According to Singer and Pezone (2003), children learn more
than just historical facts in social studies—they learn how to live within a society, which
was a goal of progressive education. In the 1930s, life skills were being covered in many
civics courses and citizen education programs (deVries, 2011; Farmer, 2008). In New
York City high schools, the aim of teaching history included understanding social and
political culture and how social and political culture operate within society, teaching
students to be open-minded, teaching a sense of civic responsibility within a democratic
government system, and teaching the ability to find and use resources (Rubenstein,
1932). Due to events affecting the United States (e.g., World War I, the Great
Depression), schools focused on keeping students enrolled, teaching students the life
skills essential to a productive future, and utilizing the vocational education teaching
method.
In vocational education, students were taught the practical, career-centered life
skills they would need to acquire and retain a job (Paris, M., 1998). Many vocational
schools were sponsored by big businesses, and the benefit was that businesses could
recruit and train future employees. Vocational schools used testing to categorize students
and aid in job-training placement, as the students who scored low on reading and writing
were placed in factory training or machinery training programs. Vocational programs also
served as training facilities for the children of immigrants (Greenberg, 2007). According
to Greenberg (2007), the theory of schooling in America was not valued by many
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immigrants, but their purpose for attending a vocational school was to learn a trade and
earn money for their families.
1940−1959: Patriotism, Compliancy and Contradiction
The 1940s marked a philosophical shift in social studies and testing. In 1941, the
College Board decided to stop using handwritten entrance exams and use the multiplechoice SAT, which marked an important shift in assessment education. Schools were
given an objective method to measure student growth and student learning from year to
year. The multiple-choice SAT enabled schools to rank and classify students, but it also
provided a framework for secondary school teaching (Kohn, 2000). In the 1940s, the
Servicemen’s Adjustment Act, better known as the G.I. Bill, was introduced as World
War II was coming to an end and many young soldiers were returning from the war. The
economy was growing, and there was a need for a skilled, better developed workforce.
Many soldiers wanted to further their educations, and the G.I. Bill was the government’s
response. The G.I. Bill provided education funds for 7,800,000 million veterans and their
family members, and nearly 2,200,000 million veterans sought higher educations. There
was not only a need for higher education in society, but the demand was greater than it
had ever been.
During this time, Prosser (1945) found that only 20% of college students were
capable of doing college-level work, 20% were better suited by vocational training, and
the remaining 60% needed practical training for everyday life. In his work, Prosser also
highlighted growing disparities between educational practices in the North and the South,
increased educational opportunities in urban and rural areas, inequalities between
segregated schools, teacher shortages, and outdated curriculum. Prosser’s findings
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inspired educators to launch the Life Adjustment Movement in an effort to make school
more relevant for children, with a focus on curriculum that educated all students. Instead
of different curriculum for college-preparatory students and vocational students,
curriculum was to emphasize general skills needed within society. To support this,
educators considered “academically oriented” persuaded policymakers to enact several
laws and change education regulations and curriculum mandates. There was increased
interest in federal aid for education as well as public outcry to improve education, and
educational policy began to address racially unequal education. Education was thought
of by some as a way to fix society (Elder & Cosgrove, 2008), and students received
guidance and training in citizenship, home and family life, leisure time, health, tools for
learning, work experience, and occupational adjustment (Baughman, 2001).
As a result of the Life Adjustment Movement in 1951, 29 states made changes to
their curriculum. The movement called for conferences to seek solutions to problems,
which opened the door for testing services and the Educational Testing Service.
According to Cremin (1961), the life-adjustment education movement of 1945 was a key
misstep in progressive education reform and helped enable educational testing. By 1947,
the Educational Testing Service (ETS) had set the foundation for standardized testing as
the basis for admission into higher education institutions, changing academic learning.
Following suit, New York’s Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) was
established in 1948 to “get people working together across district lines” and provide
shared educational services, including mandatory school testing (New York State
Education Department, 2001). By the late 1940s, most high schools were using some
form of standardized testing.
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Social studies curriculum was redefined in the 1940s and 1950s after noteworthy
research had been published. The New York Times published the results of a 1943 study
of the history knowledge of 7,000 college freshmen. Fine (1942) reported that students
knew little of their country’s history and not much more about its geography. According
to this study, only 6% of college freshman were able to name the 13 original colonies,
and less than 10% could name the nation’s founding fathers. This article caused a great
deal of public panic and aided in the curriculum shift from progressive education to more
traditional history education during the 1950s (Halvorsen, 2012).
Additionally, the Committee on American History in Schools and Colleges was
created in 1943 (Halvorsen, 2012). The Committee on American History in Schools and
Colleges was created to develop a test to indicate students’ knowledge of the history of
the United States. The test consisted of 65 multiple-choice questions and was issued to
five groups of students and citizens. Unfortunately, the test’s results helped prove that
students and U.S. citizens knew little of the country’s history. Edgar Wesley (1944), the
committee director, deemed high school history instruction ineffective. Historians,
however, blamed progressive education reform and suggested a return to a more basic
approach. From the late 1940s and into the early 1950s, social studies returned to the
teaching of traditional historical content. In traditional social studies curriculum, there
was emphasis on the memorization of historical facts, regardless of accuracy. The focus
was solely on American history and geography, content knowledge was stressed over
critical thinking ability, and independent methods of inquiry and cultural knowledge were
no longer taught (Jarolimek, 1977).
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In the 1950s the focus of education shifted once again as the educational
community began emphasizing academic learning goals that were more focused on
science and mathematics. Progressive ideals were abandoned by schools in reaction to
several major events, including the Korean War, new educational research findings, the
Soviets’ lead in the “space race,” and findings from the Purdue Opinion Poll (Kliebard,
2004). After the Korean War, 21 American prisoners of war defected to North Korea,
which raised concerns about the ease with which American soldiers converted to
Communism. The media blamed the American education system and social studies for its
failures to transmit the ideals of patriotism and civic duty, while the National Council for
the Social Studies blamed the lack of funding for proper social studies programs. Social
studies education became a matter of national security. At this point, state legislatures
began requiring a U.S. Government course in high school and also establishing
examinations on the United States Constitution (Roe & Herrington, 1999).
In 1955, two researchers, Hunt and Metcalf, argued that social studies programs
should be distinctly organized; both suggested that social studies should be taught around
“closed areas” of society (Hunt & Metcalf, 1955). These closed areas included teaching
about aspects of sex, patriotism, superstition, and other controversial areas that had been
closed to classroom discussions. Hunt and Metcalf defended their curriculum, arguing
that it would teach students to make rational decisions about public and national matters.
Adding social sciences back into the curriculum would influence students’ decision
making and be influential in the teaching of morality.
Another factor that pushed the reform of social studies curriculum was the
Russians’ launch of Sputnik in 1957, which created a public panic about the inferiority of
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America and its education system. Fears that the education system was failing its students
were further strengthened by the findings from a Purdue Public Opinion Poll. The poll
found that 35% of the nation’s children believed newspapers should be allowed to print
anything they wanted, 26% believed police should not need a warrant to search a home,
and 25% believed that some groups should not be allowed to meet. It became clear that
children were not aware of their constitutional rights and these rights were not being
taught in school. Social studies curriculum used at this time was tagged as “fads and
frills” education and “social studies slush,” although most of what was being taught was
content-centered and driven by facts, not based on skills.
During this time there was increased emphasis on patriotic and civic duty
throughout the social studies curriculum (Ross, 2006). Paul Hanna pushed his civicfocused content approach, organizing content in a thematic circular method (Stallones,
2002). Student knowledge was built and molded in a value-laden manner to promote
patriotic values and American ideas. Events such as the Cold War and Communismbased thought and action led to the reexamination of the social studies curriculum with an
increased focus on democratic values (Lawson, 2012).
The National Defense Education Act of 1958, which provided education
institutions with federal funding, was a direct response to the Cold War and the launch of
Sputnik (Flattau et al., 2007). Increased federal aid was allocated to math, science, and
foreign language programs, and a loan forgiveness program was enacted to provide
prospective teachers with financial assistance for higher education. The NDEA reasserted
emphasis on academic fundamentals, and more attention was placed on academic testing
and the national use of standardized tests. In the 1950s, the average student took three
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standardized tests before graduating from high school. In comparison, the average student
of today will take between 18 and 21 standardized tests prior to high school graduation
(Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2009).
By the end of the 1950s, the increased fear of Communism, the launch of Sputnik,
and concerns about education inequality during the 1940s and 1950s all played a part in
education reform. Standardized testing was being used regularly, attending college was a
reality for more people, and the public demanded a reform to the curriculum to meet the
interpreted needs of society. A task force sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations
demanded that curriculum standards be addressed as a matter of national security and
stated that there should be more emphasis in the curriculum on science, civics, foreign
language, technology, creativity, and problem solving. This task force urged the U.S.
Defense Department to evaluate and review new national curriculum standards, and an
audit of the Department of Education was begun.
1960−1969: The New Social Studies Movement
Significant changes to the social studies curriculum, the education system, and
student testing resulted from the findings of the audit on the Department of Education in
the 1960s (Berson et al., 2003). The curriculum at the secondary level was modified as
well, as a new elective system was introduced (Adler, 2000). Prior to 1960, the social
studies curriculum was limited to the study of world history, world geography,
government, and U.S. history; however, once electives were offered in high school,
students were introduced to additional subjects within social studies, such as
anthropology, economics, sociology, and psychology. Advanced Placement courses were
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also introduced during this time period, and students were given the opportunity to take
college-level classes while still in high school.
With the shift in ideology, the social studies curriculum underwent massive
curriculum reform. It was clear that social studies had failed to keep pace with curriculum
reform in both science and mathematics. In Woods Hole, Massachusetts, in 1960, a social
studies conference was held to investigate the best way to construct a new social studies
curriculum. People from various professions within the field attended the conference,
including professors, teachers, and practitioners. The hope of those in attendance was that
all social studies disciplines would be included in an integrated and comprehensive social
studies curriculum.
A complete reorganization and the development of new materials that would be
known as the “New Social Studies” resulted from the conference at Woods Hole (Byford
& Russell, 2007). The New Social Studies was a complete reorganization and the
development of new materials in which dynamic, innovative, and creative curriculum
projects were developed for and implemented in public schools. The social studies
curriculum reform movement promised to change the way schools went about teaching
social studies (Riley, 2010). Several groups formed curriculum task forces, including the
American Economic Association, the Association of American Geographers, the National
Council of Geographic Education, the American Anthropological Association, the
American Political Science Association, the American Historical Association, and the
American Sociological Association. Each association designed a social studies project or
mini-curriculum that emphasized inquiry, values, and the use of games and/or
simulations (Byford & Russell, 2007). The new social studies focused on inquiry, values,
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global consciousness, integration of social sciences into history, greater awareness of
attitudes, and new knowledge about the way students learned; in addition, it provided
new materials and methods to teach social studies (Stern, 2010). The new social studies
also provided funding from private foundations (e.g., National Science Foundation) to
support research and curriculum design. Over 50 social studies projects were created
during this time (Byford & Russell, 2007). Social studies curriculum included aspects of
social sciences for the very first time and was meant to help improve overall student
knowledge in these areas.
The different types of curriculum created by the new social studies program were
reminiscent of Rugg’s issue-centered curriculum (Barth & Shermis, 1979). Social studies
curriculum was, once again, pupil centered and activity oriented (Jarolimek, 1977).
Students were still expected to have a general understanding of history, but they were
also expected to be able to expand upon that knowledge. Teachers were expected to
inspire learners to develop a deep understanding of social studies. Government funding
for these curriculum projects allowed teachers to use the projects in their classrooms.
However, teachers received limited training to prepare for implementation of the new
curriculum and did not have the knowledge to teach the curriculum (Berson et al., 2003).
In 1964, President Lyndon Johnson spoke at Ohio University about his plans for a
“Great Society.” His focus was on education and social support programs, and he
developed an educational agenda that included diversity-oriented measures such as the
Vocational Educational Act, the Bilingual Education Act, and the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act. Each act provided additional resources to aid the education
system. The ESEA allocated funds for children in impoverished areas to receive better
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education opportunities. States were given funding for schools, better known as Title I
funds, and states would allocate the money to local school districts that met Title I
guidelines. Title III funds were designated to fund innovative projects such as open
classroom schools, team-teaching ventures, new curriculum, and alternative schools. The
open classroom and team-teaching projects involved student-centered classroom designs
with several teachers. The idea was that a large group of students at different skill levels
would be in one classroom with several teachers, but rather than having one teacher
lecture to the group at once, students were to be divided into groups for each subject
according to their ability levels. Students would work in small groups, and teachers
would serve as both facilitators and instructors. This aided in a more “complete” learning
process, as students would not only learn from direct instruction, but they also learned
from their peers. Teachers were able to focus on subject-specific areas and move students
into higher skill groups. Title III funds were used to help fund many of the new social
studies projects (Farkas & Hall, 2000).
There was also an increase in standardized testing resulting from President
Johnson’s Great Society plan. The ESSA forbade the creation of a national curriculum.
Initially, federal money was designated for curriculum programs without specifically
stated guidelines or outcomes after much deliberation, the idea of a national assessment
program gained momentum. A group of researchers formed the National Assessment of
Education Progress in 1964. The researchers intended to test the learning outcomes of
many of the newly implemented projects and programs. The National Assessment of
Education Progress program was funded through a grant from the Carnegie Corporation.
The National Assessment of Educational Progress was an assessment program created to
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learn what American students knew and could do in various subject areas. Assessments
were given in mathematics, reading, science, writing, the arts, civics, economics,
geography, and U.S. history. Soon after, the National Assessment of Education Progress
determined that the government should set guidelines and outcomes for how federal
education funding was utilized and implemented. In 1969, the government began
administering a national assessment that became known as “The Nation’s Report Card.”
Schools receiving federal funds were required to regularly use standardized tests in all
grades to determine which schools were meeting the ESSA requirements. At this point,
nearly all students attending public schools were subjected to regular testing (McGeever,
1983).
1970−1979: Back to the Basics
By 1970, many of the curriculum projects from the new social studies movement
were in effect, yet results indicated failure. It was difficult for scholars to integrate
curriculum materials into schools. Teachers were not trained and lacked the knowledge to
utilize the curriculum projects. The directions and methods used were new to teachers
and difficult to understand. Most of the new curriculum projects emphasized inquiry,
decision making, value questions, and problem solving. The new curriculum projects
taught skills students lacked. Students were unable to think beyond the material presented
and unable to discuss the ideas presented. Some of the students’ problems emerged from
their lack of historical knowledge; other problems came from the students not being
taught the necessary skills. Despite how well designed the new curriculum was, the
curriculum was poorly implemented and not effective (Haas, 1977).
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A survey conducted by Educational Testing Service in 1969 showed that students’
social studies knowledge was unchanged. The survey indicated that the new curriculum
projects had little impact on student knowledge (Kimball, 1969). Schools were
continuing to deteriorate, and SAT scores were declining. A subcommittee of the United
States Senate found that schools were spending more money combating violence and
vandalism than they were spending on textbooks (Barr, Barth & Shermis, 1977). Results
from a national assessment also published in the New York Times indicated that 17-yearolds ranked low on the political knowledge scale (Barr et al., 1977). Despite all efforts,
schools had not improved. In terms of social studies, students lacked basic factual
information about government, politics, and historical events. In addition, 47% of 17year-olds did not know that each state had two senators. With increased public pressure
and poor school performance, George Weber, associate director of the Council for Basic
Education, endorsed the need to return to “Back to the Basics” (Barr et al., 1977).
The Back to the Basics educational movement was focused on basic facts,
knowledge, and understanding for students (Friesen, 2009). Nationalism had a large role
in the America education system, specifically in social studies curriculum. Much like the
1940s era of patriotism, social studies curriculum was the primary vehicle for bringing
about prompt planned social, political, and economic change in the United States
(Iserbyt, 1985). During this time period, the National Education Association was actively
promoting mastery learning and critical thinking skills. The National Council for the
Social Studies acknowledged a need for a renewed citizenship education program. The
United States Department of Education supported the Back to the Basics movement and
curriculum changes to improve overall education and increase test scores. The Back to
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the Basics movement was not only to keep students focused on specific subject matter,
but it was also about intensifying the curriculum, making students work harder to earn
high grades, improving structure in the classroom, and teaching virtue and patriotism
(Morgan & Robinson, 1976). The policies enacted during the Back to the Basics
movement were focused on school improvement, improving student knowledge, and
holding students and teachers accountable for testing outcomes.
Alternative schools focused on student decision making, experimental learning,
and field exploration were a growing trend during the Back to the Basics movement.
Alternative school philosophies were unlike those in traditional education settings, as the
students learned through action. In addition, learning took place not only in the classroom
but also in the community, and students were engaged in the whole learning process. The
primary philosophy was that students learn through doing and students should learn life
skills extending beyond textbook knowledge.
Testing in the 1970s showed abysmal results. The National Assessment of
Educational Progress was first given in 1969, covering citizenship, writing, and science.
Assessments in reading, literature, music, and functional literacy were added in 1970 and
1971. From 1972 to 1974, the National Assessment of Educational Progress assessed
social studies, mathematics, art, and career and occupational development. By the end of
the decade, 16 content areas were being assessed. Achievement gaps were found in all
subject areas and across minority groups, learners of the English language, children living
in poverty, and children with special needs. Data from elementary and middle schools
showed positive gains; however, data from high schools indicated no growth.
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One outcome of more widespread use of national testing in the 1970s was that
teachers and administrators were now being held accountable for students’ scores.
Student scores were being tied to school funding (Moon, Brighton, & Callahan, 2003).
For educators, higher test scores meant changing the curriculum to make sure what
students were learning matched the content from standardized tests (deMarrais &
LeCompte, 1999). Narrowing the curriculum to match national assessments also meant
the removal of content. Additionally, Congress made changes to Title I in 1974 by
recommending the increased use of standardized testing to improve school programs and
curricula (Edwards, 2006). Title I required schools to submit standardized test scores to
receive federal funding. Schools that continuously failed to meet federal criteria lost
funding and closed. By the end of the 1970s, 33 states mandated some form of minimum
competency testing, and over 200,000,000 tests were administered annually to determine
the academic readiness of the student population (Edwards, 2006).
1980−1989: A Nation at Risk and the Testing Movement
As national testing data indicated a continued decline in student test scores,
Congress passed the Education Consolidation and Improvement Act in 1981, which
dictated the way in which educational funding would be provided for children with
disabilities and special needs, the way Title I funds would be calculated and distributed,
and the way Title II programs for elementary and secondary education would be
distributed. It also stated that states and local educational agencies were to develop and
implement a basic skills improvement program (Askins, 1984). One such program was
Reading Is Fundamental, which is still funded today.
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During this time, the National Commission on Excellence in Education
researched the overall quality of education in the United States (Rice, 2003), and findings
were published in the Nation at Risk report. This report was presented by the Secretary of
Education in April 1983(Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development,
2013). Specific areas of education were highlighted such as student achievement, student
literacy rates, specialized education for gifted and non-gifted learners, SAT scores, and
core class achievement in areas such as science, math, and reading, and technology
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). The ultimate goal of
education in America became a commitment to excellence (Adams, 1993).
The National Commission on Excellence in Education found that American
students were being out achieved by international students. More specifically, American
students scored in last place as compared to students from other industrialized nations in
19 different subject areas. According to the National Commission on Excellence in
Education (1983), 23 million American adults were functionally illiterate in reading,
writing, and comprehension, and 13% of all 17-year-olds were functionally illiterate.
High school test scores continued to decline as the average verbal SAT scores declined
over 50 points and the average math scores dropped nearly 40 points. College Board
achievement tests also revealed consistent declines in physics and English. Many high
school seniors did not possess “higher order” intellectual skills, and almost 40% were
unable to draw inferences from material. Only 20% of students tested were able to write a
persuasive essay, and 33% of students tested were able to solve a multiple-step
mathematics problem. There was a steady decline in science achievement scores as
measured via national assessments in 1969, 1973, and 1977. Between 1975 and 1980,
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remedial mathematics courses in 4-year public colleges increased by 72% and constituted
25% of all mathematics courses taught at those institutions. The average score on
achievement tests for students graduating from college was also lower. Leaders in
business and in the military complained that they were spending millions of dollars on
costly remedial education and training programs in basic skill areas such as reading,
writing, spelling, and computation. The United States Navy reported that 25% of its
recruits could not read at a ninth-grade level, which was the minimum reading level
needed to understand written safety instructions. Without remedial work, recruits could
not begin, much less complete, the sophisticated training essential in the modern military
(Sommer, 1984).
Reinforcing findings from the Nation at Risk report, researchers began publishing
information that criticized American high schools in the 1980s. Reports on public
education exposed deficiencies in American schools and called for education reform
(Adams, 2013). Drastic recommendations also resulted from the Nation at Risk report: 38
distinct recommendations were made. Recommendations were divided into five
educational categories (e.g., content, standards and expectations, time, teaching,
leadership and fiscal support). High school students were now being required to take 4
years of English, 3 years of mathematics, 3 years of science, 3 years of social studies, and
a half year of computer science to meet graduation requirements. Foreign language
programs were implemented at elementary schools to aid in student language proficiency,
and admissions standards were being raised at 4-year colleges. Standardized testing was
also to occur at major transitions from one level of schooling to the next. School districts
and state legislatures increased the school day to 7 hours and extended the school year.
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Teacher salaries were increased to meet professionally competitive markets, were
performance based, and teachers had to demonstrate competence within their disciplines.
The federal government played an essential role in meeting the needs of key groups of
students (e.g., gifted/talented, socioeconomically disadvantaged, minority and language
minority students, handicapped). The federal government also helped ensure schools
were in compliance with constitutional and civil rights.
A number of critics have established that the evidence provided to the public and
data figures used in the Nation at Risk report were misleading, inaccurate, invalid, and
highly questionable. The Nation at Risk report made claims about the “failures” of
American education, how those failures were confirmed by “evidence,” and how this
would inevitability damage the nation. Unfortunately, none of the supportive “evidence”
appeared in the report nor did the work provide citations or evidence found (Berliner &
Biddle, 1995). Misleading generalizations were made within the Nation at Risk report.
An example provided by Berliner and Biddle (1995) is the generalized statement made
indicating 23 million American adults were functionally illiterate; however, the report
failed to provide evidence of how the figure was assessed. After further inquiry, research
suggests the term illiterate used in the Nation at Risk report was misleading. Illiteracy
was measured through a reading comprehension test, not a literacy test (Tienken &
Orlich, 2013). Several other factors such as difficulties reading the print size, nonEnglish-speaking Americans, and physical conditions were not taken into consideration
when disclosing the alarming figures to the public. Berliner and Biddle (1995) concluded
that the Nation at Risk report was a manufactured crisis brought on by big business
interests in education. Their rationale was big business wanted to replace the state and
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local control system of the education industry to help privatize public education through
vouchers.
Education Week (2013) indicated a dearth of sourcing for the cited statistics used
in the Nation at Risk report. According to Anasry (2007), the most damaging evidence to
validity of the Nation at Risk report came from the Sandia report. Admiral James
Watkins, the secretary of energy, commissioned the Sandia Laboratories in New Mexico
to document the decline. Sandia Laboratories found on nearly every measure, there was a
steady or slightly improving trend (Carson, Huelskamp, & Woodall, 1993). One section
analyzed SAT scores between the late 1970s and 1990, which according to the Nation at
Risk report spotlighted the decline of scores from 1963 to 1980. The Sandia report broke
the scores down by various subgroups and found within every subgroup a steady or
improved incline during those years. The government did not release the Sandia report
(Ansary, 2007). The report was released in 1993 in the Journal of Educational Research.
Prior to the Nation at Risk report, a project by the name of Social Studies
Priorities, Practices and Needs (SPAN) was under development. The purpose of SPAN
was to describe and assess the current state of social studies/social science education,
designate a desired state of social studies, and recommend ways to reach those desired
states (Morrissett, 1981). The SPAN project contained four elements: (a) a report written
by Hazel Hertzberg providing a historical background for the project; (b) the five
elements of social studies, instructional rationales, instructional goals, instructional
objectives, curriculum materials, and instructional practices; (c) the future of social
studies and direction in which educators wanted social studies to go as well as
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recommendations to solve problems associated with teaching social studies; and (d)
alternative ways to teach social studies (Morrissett, 1981).
The instructional and testing strategies recommended by the SPAN project
included many changes. There was a recommendation that social studies educators take
the lead to increase awareness and knowledge of schools’ cultures and their impact on
learning. Social studies educators were asked to initiate and support efforts to change
aspects of their schools’ culture that interfered with the realization of the goals of quality
social studies programs while establishing, maintaining, and extending activities to
reinforce those goals in students’ lives. Social studies educators were directed to aid in
the making of systematic and continuous efforts to broaden their repertoire of
instructional practices and expand materials. This would provide a variety of approaches
suitable to particular learning tasks and to the needs and capabilities of particular students
(Watt, 2004). Also through SPAN, social studies educators were advised to take
advantage of the preexisting diversity among faculties to provide students with a variety
of teaching models, styles, and practices.
Social studies educators were steered to develop and use a variety of evaluation
techniques to assess student learning and assess their social studies programs (Morrissett,
1981). There was also renewed attention to educators reviewing and revising their values
on the purpose and goals of social studies, considering all elements described in the
SPAN report (Ponder, 1983). Social studies educators at all levels were persuaded to
examine the existing K−12 curricula, including scope, sequence, and curriculum
materials, to determine the extent to which they were consistent with the purpose and
goals of social studies, giving substantial attention to all important elements of a

48

comprehensive social studies curriculum. Educators were given support in the production
of curriculum materials and resources needed to address neglected areas of social studies,
such as critical thinking, social participation, societal issues, and student development
needs. Through the SPAN project, social studies professionals were encouraged to
engage in a national dialogue about social studies aimed at the creation of one or several
statements about the rationale, goals, and objectives of social studies to provide a sense of
unity and direction in the profession. The effects of SPAN were powerful, providing a
great amount of detail with good intentions. Yet, due to limited educator-led reform
efforts, SPAN reforms and recommendations were displaced. Instead of using the wellresearched, content-driven curriculum reform suggestions made by SPAN, the curriculum
program implemented by most schools was general and well publicized for its
“excellence” (Baughman, 2001).
By the end of the decade, three key areas of reform were suggested to the
educational system. High school curriculum was completely overhauled with the addition
of an extensive list of new graduation requirements; new testing regimes for students;
new management regimes for teachers; and teacher-competency testing requirements. In
addition, partnerships between education and business emerged, allowing businesses to
have a more influence in shaping the curriculum (Iiyoshi & Kumar, 2008).
1990−Present: The National Standards Movement and High-Stakes Testing
During the 1990s, there was more of the same in terms of educational reform and
testing mandates. The use of national testing increased, and curriculum reform continued.
In 1992, the National Center for Education Statistics released the Overview and Inventory
of State Requirements for School Coursework and Attendance report, which described
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state-level education reform efforts that were initiated in the 1980s and had continued
throughout the 1990s. States had undertaken new reform initiatives in efforts to define
academic standards, create accountability systems, revise the way public schools were
funded, set new standards for teacher training, and give parents choices as to where their
children could attend school. In addition, the report described educational policy
occurring at the state level (National Center on Secondary Education and Transition,
2004).
States were showing a shift from educational input to educational outcome, and
state governments were adopting procedures and standards that reflected the new
emphasis on outcomes over input, making changes to standards, assessments, and
accountability measures. Many changes were focused on raising academic standards and
holding schools accountable for student performance. Content standards were also added
to each subject area, and the things students should know and be able to do after taking a
course were specifically stated. Performance standards were added to predict student
performance in given subject areas, and statewide assessments were added to track
student progress toward the goals defined by content and performance standards.
Accountability systems were developed to collect the information needed for schools and
districts to be held responsible for student performance. Individual states attempted to
align state-mandated assessments with state content and performance-based standards. By
1995, 48 states were testing eighth-grade students in English, language arts, mathematics,
science, history, and social studies; 43 states were testing fourth-grade students in
English, language arts, mathematics, science, history, and social studies. Most states were
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using multiple-choice tests in their assessment programs, and states’ test results were
reported to parents and to the public through the use of school-wide report cards.
The National Council for the Social Studies published Expectations of Excellence:
Curriculum Standards for Social Studies in 1994, citing the need to promote civic ideals
and principles for life in the 21st century. NCSS (1994) provided a framework for social
studies curriculum that fostered academic and civic competence by integrating national
standards across the disciplines. These standards guided the decision making of social
studies educators. The Council integrated approaches from the social sciences, behavioral
sciences, and humanities, and 10 themes were highlighted in the framework, including
aspects of: (a) culture; (b) time, continuity, and change; (c) people, places, and
environments; (d) individual development and identity; (e) power, authority, and
governance; (f) production, distribution, and consumption; (g) science, technology, and
society; (h) global connections; (i) civic ideals; and (j) practices (Berson, 2000).
By the end of the decade, state-mandated test data showed some gains; however,
state goals set had not been met. Once again, the education system was under fire. Diane
Ravitch, an educational policy analyst, criticized progressive education policies and
argued for more traditional, academically oriented education. Ravitch’s views were
reminiscent of the Back to the Basics movement of the late 1970s and 1980s, and her
views were amplified by the conservative political movement at the time, which aided in
ushering the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001 (Howe & Meens, 2012).
President George W. Bush proposed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) on
January 23, 2001, after being made aware of the continued decline in test scores in
American schools. Congress authorized NCLB and supported standards-based education
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reform. In NCLB legislation, all states were required to develop basic skills assessments
so that they could continue to receive federal funding. States were to assess students at
selected grade levels, and they had the autonomy to develop their own state standards.
Under NCLB, schools receiving federal funding were required to test all students,
regardless of student ability level. Schools receiving Title I funding through the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act were required to make what is called Adequate
Yearly Progress in reading, mathematics, and science, and the schools unable to make
AYP were given progressive measures to do so within a 5-year period. A school’s failure
to make progress resulted in the state taking over the school. In addition, NCLB required
that all teachers become “highly qualified,” meaning teachers were required to meet
specific standards to teach. Each state was allowed to set their definition of highly
qualified.
Supporters of NCLB claimed that increased accountability within schools would
lead to an increase in overall test scores (Hursh, 2007) and also that the goals set forth by
NCLB would improve student education. The United States Department of Education
cited the National Assessment of Educational Progress in 2005, which showed improved
student achievement in reading and math. Critics of NCLB stated that it reduced the
effectiveness of instruction because it made teachers “teach to the test.” According to the
International Reading Association (1999), the increased focus on standardized testing
encouraged teachers to focus only on tested subject matter rather than on their students’
deep understanding of the curriculum. Critics stated that NCLB carried rigid and
unrealistic expectations that overemphasized reading and mathematics tests at the
expense of a more well-rounded education (Guisbond, Neill, & Schaeffer, 2012).
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The No Child Left Behind Act (2001) had a significant impact on social studies
teaching. The NCSS (2006) identified the importance of social studies in the United
States education system and the negative effects of NCLB on social studies education.
Social studies teaching time was drastically reduced in elementary grades after NCLB’s
implementation and many American children were receiving little or no formal education
in the core social studies disciplines (i.e., civics, economics, geography, history; NCSS,
2006). States did not test in the area of social studies, so funding and class time were
devoted to other tested subjects. Social studies educators recognized that testing in the
field was difficult because meaningful assessments of social studies standards and goals
could not be achieved through standardized multiple-choice tests.
In 2011, President Barack Obama announced that the Department of Education
would allow state education agencies to request waivers in flexibility regarding NCLB
requirements due to continued failure of schools in meeting state goals and set standards.
As of 2013, schools in 32 states and Washington, D.C., have been granted waivers from
some of the NCLB’s requirements.
The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) Initiative, which was a transition
toward a national curriculum coordinated by the National Governors Association Center
for Best Practices (NGA Center) and the Council of Chief State School Officers
(CCSSO), was introduced in 2009. The national curriculum initially included standards in
the areas of literacy and mathematics instruction. The purpose of the initiative was to
provide a consistent, clear understanding of what students were expected to learn so that
teachers and parents knew what they could do to assist (CCSS, 2010). The common core
standards reflected the knowledge and skills that students needed to succeed in college
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and in the real world. The CCSS Initiative sought to provide a national curriculum that
included all subject areas. The English Language Arts & Literacy Common Core
Standards included standards in history/social studies, science, and technical subjects.
Currently, Common Core Standards in science and social studies are being drafted.
With the implementation of new standards, states are required to adopt new
assessment benchmarks to measure student achievement (CCSS, 2010). According to the
CCSS Initiative web site, formal assessments are expected to take place during the 2014–
2015 academic term. The common core assessment has not yet been created. Although
two different groups are developing distinct approaches, neither group is certain as to
how to assess the standards. One group is exploring computer-based assessments in each
grade combined with performance-based end-of-year tests. The other group, which
consists of 31 states, is exploring ways to create adaptive online exams. At this point,
final assessment decisions will be determined by individual state education agencies.
Several states, such as New York and North Carolina, have adopted and implemented the
common core standards and will begin testing these standards during the 2013 – 2014
term. It is hoped that these tests will show positive progress. A shift toward a national
curriculum in all areas will include a shift in the way teachers teach and the way student
mastery is assessed.
As illustrated in this chapter, the testing movement has influenced the way social
studies pedagogy occurs in the classroom. Beginning with the 1898 Study of History in
Schools and moving on to the Alpha Test in 1914, the development of a national
curriculum in the 1920s, the progressive movement and curriculum changes in the 1930s,
the historic events that caused national shifts in the 1940s and 1950s, the changes to
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education legislation in the 1960s, the back to the basics movement in the 1970s, the
Nation at Risk report and standardized testing movement of the 1980s, NCLB legislation,
and the implementation of the common core standards, the American education system
has experienced continual reforms and changes. Social studies educators have had to
adjust their curriculum, philosophies, teaching methods, and instructional practices with
each new reform mandate every decade since 1898. Despite overwhelming research
emphasizing the importance of social studies education, there is still a deficiency in
today’s schools’ curriculums (Lawson, 2012). Perhaps this historical examination of
social studies pedagogical shifts and testing movements may enable researchers and
practitioners to identify better ways to teach social studies principles and increase
students’ test scores. Thus, further research is needed to determine what teachers are
doing in classrooms and also determine teachers’ attitudes toward pedagogy and the ways
increased testing has affected the social studies classroom.
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Chapter 3
Research Design and Methodology
The purpose of the current study was to examine how social studies teaching
methods and content pedagogy have changed due to the influence of high-stakes testing.
Specifically what methods U.S. History teachers’ use, how U.S. History teachers
approach content, how U.S. History teachers choose which pedagogical approaches to
use, and U.S. History teachers’ perceptions of high-stakes testing and its effects on
teaching U.S. History.
There is a lack of recent literature discussing how social studies teaching methods
and pedagogy have changed due to the increase in high-stakes testing and changes in
national and state standards. This study was designed to provide current insight into the
methods used by social studies teachers in U.S. History classrooms. Teacher pedagogy,
methods, and types of assessment have shown correlations with overall student test
scores and student outcomes (Buddin, 2008; Center for Public Education, 2006). A
qualitative research method was utilized to better explain what methods, pedagogy, and
types of assessments are used in U.S. History secondary classrooms.
The importance and educational use of qualitative research can be found in the
definition of the aim of qualitative research. The aim of qualitative research enables a
researcher to gather rich content data based on descriptions of people, events, and/or
situations by using different techniques to discover stakeholders’ views and to orally
analyze the data by interpreting the findings in a context-rich format (Devetak, Glažar, &
Vogrinc 2010). Through a qualitative phenomenological design, the current study
concentrated on teacher methodology and pedagogical strategies used in U.S. History
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classrooms at the secondary level. Essentially, phenomenological research seeks to
describe rather than explain and to start from a perspective free from hypotheses or
preconceptions (Husserl, 1970). Further, Creswell (2009) noted that a phenomenological
study “provides a deep understanding of a phenomenon as experienced by several
individuals” (p. 62). The rationale for choosing a phenomenological study over other
study types is that the researcher opted to focus on teachers’ experiences and their
interpretations of these experiences (Merriam, 2002). The phenomenological design
allows the researcher to uncover and understand both the relationship and real-world
views occurring. In addition, phenomenology provides a “snapshot” of a phenomenon.
As cited in Thompson (2011), qualitative research “is an inductive process by which the
researcher allows data interpretations to evolve and reveal patterns before, during, and
after the data collection process.”
The primary focus of the current study was to solicit U.S. History teachers’
experiences with increased high-stakes testing and engage in a discussion about methods
used in their classrooms to teach content. The researcher sought to examine teachers’
perceived realities or perceptions of high-stakes testing and the teaching methods used in
their classrooms. Classroom teaching includes the use of educational theories, methods,
and teacher pedagogy supported or utilized in each teacher’s classroom. The choice of
pedagogical method(s) depends on the information or skills taught in addition to national
and state standards used for assessment. According to Thompson (2011), teacher
pedagogy is formed by experiences and educational theories that mold teachers’ teaching
styles or their lack of exposure to a specific strategy. Since each teacher’s perceptions
build upon unique situations, the primary focus was to examine how social studies
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teaching methods and content pedagogy have changed due to increases in accountability
in high-stakes testing.
Research Questions
The current study was guided by four primary research questions. The primary
research questions were: (1) What are the perceptions of high school teachers regarding
high-stakes testing? (2) What are the perceptions of high school teachers in regards to
current teaching strategies commonly used in the social studies classroom? (3) What are
the perceptions of teachers regarding what determines the correct teaching style or
strategy utilized? (4) What are the perceptions of high school teachers regarding
formative assessments and activities in correlation with high-stakes testing?
Sub questions were also developed for the current examination that provided
more in-depth discovery during the interview process. Eight interview questions were
designed to accompany the primary research questions (see Table 1). The primary
research questions and the sub questions developed for participant interviews are
identified in Table 1.
Sites of Research
The current study was conducted at three multi-achieving urban high schools
located in the mid-South region of the United States. Each high school has a similar
demographic profile and is located in the same community. The overall student-toteacher ratio for the district was 30:1, with an average combined student-to-teacher ratio
for the three high schools at 35:1. Socioeconomically, the three schools were similar,
with at least 50% of the student body listed as economically disadvantaged. The schools
were selected based on their U.S. History test scores, which showed data mirroring high,
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average, and low test scores. Demographic and test data were retrieved from the public
district-wide report card, which is available online via the United States Department of
Education web site.
The schools selected for the current study were located in an urban community
with a total of 42 high schools. In 2012, the urban school district served 101,696 students.
Of those students, 83% were African America, 9% were Hispanic, and 7% were
Caucasian. Fewer than 2% of the students served were classified as Asian, Pacific
Islander, or Native American. In addition, 91% of the students qualified for Title 1 funds,
and 85% of the students were listed as economically disadvantaged.
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Table 1
Research Questions and Accompanying Interview Questions Matrix

Interview Questions

What are perceptions of
high school teachers
regarding high-stakes
testing?

How would you say that high-stakes
testing affects your teaching style?
Suppose you were teaching a U.S.
History class that did not include an End
of Course exam, what aspects of your
teaching style might you change?
Some administrators say that teaching
students how to pass the test is the best
way to teach content. What would you
say?

Research Questions
What are the perceptions of What are the
high school teachers in
perceptions of
regards to current teaching teachers regarding
strategies commonly used
what determines
in the social studies
the correct
classroom?
teaching style or
strategy utilized?

What are the perceptions
of high school teachers
regarding formative
assessments and
activities in correlation
with high-stakes testing?

X

X

X

What methods, strategies, and activities
do you use in your classroom to teach
content?
How do you go about choosing the
activities used in your classroom?
Current research shows that students
have difficulty thinking critically. What
do you do in your classroom to help
students learn how to think critically?
How would you respond to this
statement: “Teachers should only use
drill and practice methods to teach
content.”
Describe how you have changed your
teaching over time.

X
X

X

X

X
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In 2012, test data for students taking U.S. History indicated a score “below
proficient” for the entire school system as compared to other school districts within the
state. Test data in U.S. History had failed to meet statewide goals in the previous 3 years.
Of the core classes (those required for graduation), 96% were taught by highly qualified
teachers; U.S. History was listed as a core class. The high schools in the current study
were accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) and
audited every 5 years for quality assurance. The curriculum standards taught are dictated
by the state and are listed on the state’s Department of Education web site. The U.S.
History curriculum used was created by a select small group of teachers that have
demonstrated expertise in their subject area within the district, and the district curriculum
was aligned with state and national Common Core Standards.
High School A: The High-Performance School. High School A ranked among
the top 10 public high schools in the state. The school received an overall grade of A on
the state report card and ranked first in the district in terms of academic excellence. Over
a 3-year period, the school continued to score above the state’s value-added, predicted
score in U.S. History. At the time of the study, the school served over 2,000 students in
Grades 9 through 12. The student population was 82% minority, including African
American, Asian, and Hispanic students. The school was listed as a Title I school that
received federal funds. Highly qualified teachers (according to state standards) taught
over 99% of the core courses. The high school employed over 125 teachers. The state
determined the core courses, and U.S. History was listed as a core course. Over a 3-year
period, 90% of the students had scored above proficient on the End of Course test in U.S.
History. The school’s professional staff consisted of 6 administrators, 2 instructional
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facilitators, 125 faculty members, 5 counselors, and 2 librarians. There were 7 national
board-certified teachers at this school. All of the teachers had at least a bachelor’s
degree, and 71% had master’s degrees. The school offered over 20 Advanced Placement
classes, with a 77% student pass rate. In 2012, the graduation rate was 85%. The school’s
mission and focus included being a diverse school community that supports student
achievement and creativity. The faculty and staff promoted high academic standards.
Fifty percent of the students listed as disadvantaged scored proficient or above proficient
on the state End of Course exams. There were 17 full-time social studies teachers, and
five of those teachers taught U.S. History.
The site of the participant interviews and focus group session at High School A
was located in a large conference room on the first floor of the school’s main building.
The room was located at the end of a hallway in a low-traffic area of the school; the
room’s location ensured minimal interruptions while interviews were in progress. The
room was locked at all times during the interview process.
High School B: The Average-Performance School. High School B, the oldest
high school in the district, was not ranked as one of the state’s top 10 public high schools.
The school had received an overall grade of C on the state report card and was listed as
the district’s “average school” (U.S. News, 2012). Over a 3-year period, the school had
made gains in state test outcomes. Test scores indicated that the students were meeting
the state’s value-added predicted scores in U.S. History. At the time of study, the school
was serving over 1,800 students in Grades 9 through 12. The student population was
classified as 89% minority, including African American, Asian, and Hispanic students.
The school was listed as a Title 1 school that received federal funds. Of the core classes,
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98% were taught by highly qualified teachers, according to the state. In U.S. History,
64% of the students scored proficient on the U.S. History End of Course test each year.
The school’s professional staff consisted of 6 administrators, 2 instructional facilitators,
84 faculty members, 5 counselors, and 2 librarians; 70% of the faculty members held
master’s degrees or higher. The school offered 12 Advanced Placement classes, with a
33% student pass rate. The school’s graduation rate was 83%. The school’s mission and
focus was for each student to achieve the academic and social skills necessary to be
competitive in a global environment and to become successful workers, citizens, and
lifelong learners through the completion of all graduation requirements and participation
in co-curricular/extracurricular learning experiences. Forty percent of the students listed
as disadvantaged scored proficient on state End of Course exams. There were 15 full-time
social studies teachers, and 4 of them taught U.S. History.
The site of participant interviews and the focus group session at High School B
was a large office in the basement of the school’s main building. The private office space
served as a meeting room for college signings, but the room was not occupied at the time
of the study. The room was located in a low-traffic area of the school in the basement of
the main building; its location ensured minimal interruption while interviews were in
progress. The room was locked during the interview process.
High School C: The Low-Performance School. The third high school, High
School C, was not among the top 10 public high schools in the state, receiving a grade
of F on the state report card. According to U.S. News (2012), High School C was “below
average” in the district. Over a period of 3 years, the school had made no gains in state
test outcomes, with test scores indicating that students were not meeting the state’s value-
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added predicted scores in U.S. History. At the time of study, the school was serving over
2,000 students in Grades 9 through 12. The student population was classified as 98%
minority, including African American, Asian, and Hispanic students. The school was
listed as a Title 1 school that received federal funds. The school had a professional staff
that included 6 administrators, 3 instructional facilitators, 105 faculty members, 5
counselors, and 2 librarians. Of the core courses, 94% were taught by highly qualified
teachers, according to the state. In U.S. History, 25% of the students scored proficient on
the End of Course tests each year. Fewer than 50% of the faculty members held advanced
degrees beyond the baccalaureate level. The school offered five Advanced Placement
classes, with a student pass rate below 10%. In 2012, the school’s graduation rate was
83%. The school’s mission and focus were to provide students with the skills and
experiences necessary to assure the possibility of productive, successful, and happy lives.
Thirty-three percent of the students identified as disadvantaged scored proficient on state
End of Course exams. There were 10 full-time social studies teachers, and 3 of them
taught U.S. History.
The interviews and focus group sessions at High School C were located in the
media center in a small private office located on the second floor of the school. The
private room served as an office, but the room was not in use during the time of the study.
The room’s location ensured minimal interruption while interviews were in progress, and
the room was locked during the interview process.
Descriptions of Teacher-Participants and Variables
The current qualitative study included 12 public school teachers from three public
high schools. Variables among the participants included the type of U.S. History courses
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they taught, their class size, their school’s climate, their levels of education, their gender,
and the number of years they had been teaching. The differences among the teacher
participants were beneficial in the current study, as the variables provided a basis for data
analysis and a stronger foundation for data analysis.
School A Participants. John (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History. He had
taught Standard U.S. History for 3 years. John held a bachelor’s degree. John entered into
the teaching profession through a nonprofit teacher organization after completing his
bachelor’s degree. John was fully certified according to the state Department of
Education. John’s average class size was about 35 students.
Marcus (pseudonym) taught Advanced Placement U.S. History and several social
studies Advanced Placement courses. He had taught U.S. History for 21 years. Marcus
held a bachelor’s degree, a master’s degree, and had 45 additional hours to his master’s
degree. He entered into the teaching profession after completing his bachelor’s degree.
Marcus was fully certified according to the state Department of Education and had
received tenure. The average class size in his classes ranged from 28-30 students.
Richard (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History. He had taught U.S. History
for 11 years. Richard held a bachelor’s degree. He entered into the teaching profession
through a nontraditional route via alternative licensure. Richard was fully certified
according to the state Department of Education and had received tenure. His average
class size was about 35 students.
Carol (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History. She had taught U.S. History for
2years. She holds a bachelor’s degree and was working on completing her master’s
degree in education. She entered into the teaching profession through a nontraditional
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route via alternative licensure. Carol had passed the required tests to become fully
licensed in the state. Once Carol completed this school year and her Master’s degree, she
would be fully licensed according to the state Department of Education. Carol’s average
class size was 35 students.
School B Participants. Brenda (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History and
Honors U.S. History. She had taught U.S. History for 10 years. She held a bachelor’s
degree. Brenda entered the teaching profession through a nontraditional alternative route.
Brenda was fully certified according to the state Department of Education and had
received tenure. Brenda’s average class size was about 35 students.
Victoria (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History and Honors U.S. History.
She had taught U.S. History and many other social studies courses for 16 years. She held
a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree in education. Victoria entered the teaching
profession through a traditional teacher route, after student teaching for one entire school
year. Victoria was fully certified according to the state Department of Education and
tenured. Victoria’s average class size was about 30 students.
Wendell (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History as well as another social
studies course. He had been a U.S. History teacher for 9 years. He held a bachelor’s
degree in History and Secondary Education. Wendell entered into the teaching profession
after completing his bachelor’s degree. He was fully certified according to the state
Department of Education. Wendell’s average class size was 35 students. Wendell had
taught middle school for 7 years.
Anna (pseudonym) taught Advanced Placement U.S. History, Honors U.S.
History, and several other honors-level courses, and Advancement Placement courses.
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She had taught U.S. History and many other social studies courses for 14 years. She held
a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree in education. Anna entered the teaching
profession through a traditional teacher route. Ana was fully certified according to the
state Department of Education and tenured. Anna’s average class size was about 25-30
students for Advanced Placement U.S. History and 35 students for Honors U.S. History.
School C Participants. Tammy (pseudonym) taught Honors U.S. History and
Advanced Placement U.S. History. Tammy had been a social studies teacher for 15 years.
Tammy held a bachelor’s degree in education. Tammy entered into the teaching
profession after completing her bachelor’s degree. Tammy was fully certified according
to the state Department of Education and had received tenure. Tammy’s average class
size was 30 students.
Orlando (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History. He had been a U.S. History
teacher for 2 years. He held a bachelor’s degree in education. Orlando entered into the
teaching profession after completing his bachelor’s degree. He was fully certified
according to the state Department of Education. Orlando’s average class size fluctuated
between 30-35 students per day.
Frank (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History and Honors U.S. History. He
had been a U.S. History teacher for 5 years. He held a bachelor’s degree in education.
Frank entered into the teaching profession after completing his bachelor’s degree. He was
fully certified according to the state Department of Education. Frank’s average class size
fluctuated between 25-35 students per day.
Susan (pseudonym) taught Standard U.S. History. She had been a U.S. History
teacher for 12 years. She held a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree in education.
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Susan entered into the teaching profession after completing her master’s degree. She was
fully certified according to the state Department of Education and had received tenure.
Susan’s average class size was 30-35 students.
Variables
Class size as a variable in the current study, referred to the precise student-toteacher ratio, or the number of teachers at a school with respect to the number of students
who attended the institution or class. According to Cho, Glewwe, and Whitler (2012),
class size can explain almost 25% of the difference in test scores nationally. Haenn
(2002) suggested that smaller class sizes produce the largest and most consistent test
gains, especially among disadvantaged students. One of the most powerful predictors of
changes in test data is the student-to-teacher ratio (Heilig, Williams, & Jez, 2010). Class
size may have played a role in testing outcomes and the quality of teacher instruction.
Teacher experience as a variable referred to the number of years a teacher
participant had been in the profession. Since the Coleman Report of 1966, research has
confirmed that high-quality teachers have a positive influence on student performance
(Bulach, Malone, & Castleman, 1995; Goldhaber & Anthony, 2003; Hattie & Anderman,
2012). The Coleman Report was based on the influence of a set of quantifiable teacher
characteristics, such as years of experience and teachers’ levels of education. As
indicated by Rice (2003), teacher experience can be a great predictor in overall student
outcomes. A positive effect of experience on teacher effectiveness has been documented
in the literature (Hightower et al., 2011; National Council for Accreditation for Teacher
Education, 2012; Rice, 2003); more specifically, the “learning by doing” effect is most
obvious in the early years of teaching. According to Hightower et al. (2011), experienced
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teachers review the things they have done, the things that have worked, and the things
that have not worked, and this reflection aids student performance. Therefore,
experienced teachers may have used methods that aided overall testing outcomes.
Teacher education level as a variable referred to the degree(s) earned by teacher
participants. Teacher education level has shown a positive correlation with overall
student test scores. According to Buddin and Zamarro (2008), teacher quality is a key
element of students’ academic success. Teachers with advanced degrees have been
exposed to more advanced methods and pedagogy in their methods classes. No Child Left
Behind legislation dictates classification as highly-qualified supporting the notion that
highly-qualified teachers are more productive in the classroom and yield higher student
growth outcomes.
School climate as a variable referred to the quality of the overall school
environment within a particular school. According to the National Association of
Elementary School Principals (2007), school climate can be described as a
multidimensional construct that includes the physical, social, and academic dimensions
found within a school (Loukas, 2007). The physical dimensions include appearance of the
school building and its classrooms, school size, student-to-teacher ratio, classroom
resources, and school safety and comfort. The social dimension includes quality of
relationships, treatment of students by teachers, the degree of competition between
students, and stakeholder decision-making contributions. The academic dimension
includes quality of instruction, teacher expectations, and student progress. The WestEd
study (2013) found that a positive school climate that supports students results in higher
overall test scores. Students attending schools with “positive” school climates show
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consistent, significant gains in standard-based tests and high school exit examinations
(Voight, Austin, & Hanson, 2013).
State elected officials have indicated that achievements have been made on most
high school End of Course exams in 2012. However, student performance in U.S. History
has declined, and U.S. History test data in the state has continued to make minimal gains
when compared to other tested subjects. In 2010, only 80% of the students passed their
End of Course test in U.S. History. In 2011, there was only a .07 % increase in overall
test scores in U.S. History. In 2012, test data indicated less than a 3% increase. Over a 3year period, there have been less than 3% points in gains made in U.S. History. This is
quite alarming considering that there has been up to a 20% gain in other tested subjects.
In 2010, the state was awarded the Race to the Top grant, which included over
$501 million in federal funding. The grant was implemented to increase student
proficiency on national assessments in all subject areas and to ensure that all students
were college ready by 2014. According to the United States Department of Education
(2003), students were not meeting the state’s proficiency goals in U.S. History as of
2012. In addition, the state’s U.S. History standards are increasing due to the
implementation of the common core curriculum standards. So although students have not
been able to meet the current standards, they will be expected to meet more challenging
standards in 2014. It was beneficial to examine if the methods, pedagogy, and
assessments being used within the classroom by U.S. History teachers had an effect on
the current U.S. History test scores.
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Participant Selection
Interviewing a total of 12 U.S. History teachers, the researcher examined the
perceptions of how social studies teaching methods and content pedagogy have changed
due to the increase in high-stakes testing. The schools selected provided a comparison
among public high schools within the same community with varying performance levels.
The teacher participants from each school were selected based on subject area taught.
There were five teacher participants from High School A, four teacher participants from
High School B, and three teachers from High School C.
Participants from all three schools were selected using a nonrandom purposeful
sample. According to Patton (2002), this strategy adds credibility to a sample when the
potential purposeful sample is too large. Nonrandom purposeful sampling was used to
offer insight from U.S. History teachers at the secondary level about the methods and
pedagogy they used. Study participants were U.S. History teachers with a minimum of at
least one year of teaching experience. The schools were chosen based on data from the
state’s report card, and each school was ranked (as high, average, or low) based on 3-year
U.S. History test data from the state-wide report card. Each school provided a diverse
view of academic ratings and comparisons of teaching methodology, pedagogy, and
assessments used by U.S. History teachers at each site.
Data Collection Methods
A phenomenological study is used to describe particular phenomena, or the
appearance of things as lived experiences (Speziale & Carpenter, D. R., 2007). Lived
experiences in such the immediate consciousness of life’s events prior to reflection and
without interpretation, and they are influenced by internal or external factors (Penner &
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McClement, 2008). A phenomenological study does not seek to explain or discover
causes; instead, its goal is to clarify and capture the meaning of human subjectivity and
discover the meanings of actions (Giorgi, 2005; Penner & McClement, 2008).
A small pilot study consisting of 15 participants was conducted at a school with
similar demographics of the selected schools presented in this study to ensure the
creditably of the research and interview questions. Helping to validate the research and
interview questions, pilot data was gathered and analyzed to identify any emerging
themes as a trial run prior to participant interviews. Permission to conduct interviews was
granted by the University of Memphis Institutional Review Board (Appendix A), school
principals (Appendix B), and the local school board of the public institutions (Appendix
C). In addition, teacher participants signed release forms (Appendix D). Permission was
granted to review findings and comments to check accuracy and ensure the validity of all
findings.
Creswell (2009) described the importance of triangulation, saying that it involves
corroborating evidence from different sources to shed light on a theme or perspective.
Patton (2002) also advocated the use of triangulation by stating, “...triangulation
strengthens a study by combining methods, which can mean using several kinds of
methods or data, including using both quantitative and qualitative approaches” (p. 247).
The triangulation methods chosen to test the validity and reliability of a study depend on
the criterion of the research (Thompson, 2011). In the current study, data was collected
from multiple sources, participant interviews, focus group, and field notes using multiple
perspectives to aid with triangulation for this study.
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Interviews
Open-ended participant interviews occurred between December 2013 and
February 2014. Interviews were scheduled during convenient times for the teachers so
that they would not interfere with the work day and also to ensure anonymity of the
participants. All interviews were recorded using a digital recording device, and detailed
field notes were taken throughout the interviews. Interviews were transcribed over a
period of 3 weeks, and each participant was provided with a transcript of their interview
to check for accuracy. The recordings were locked in a secure location after transcription.
All interview questions and the sequence of the questions were predetermined, and all
participants were asked the following questions:
1. How would you say that high-stakes testing affects your teaching style?
2. Suppose you were teaching a U.S. History class that did not include an End of
Course exam. What aspects of your teaching style might you change?
3. Some administrators say that teaching students how to pass the test is the best way
to teach content. What would you say?
4. What methods, strategies, and activities do you use in your classroom to teach
content?
5. How do you go about choosing the activities used in your classroom?
6. Current research shows that students have difficulty thinking critically. What do
you do in your classroom to help students learn how to think critically?
7. How would you respond to this statement: “Teachers should only use drill and
practice methods to teach content.”
8. Describe how you have changed your teaching over time.
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Field Notes
Throughout the data collection process (interviews and focus group session), field
notes were recorded to describe observations not captured during the digital interview
recording. Field notes allowed the researcher to record behavioral observations as well as
other essential elements of the interviews and focus group sessions. Field notes were
typed each week, and handwritten notes were maintained to aid reliability of the typed
field notes. The field notes, along with transcribed interviews and focus group session
data, helped provide a sound body of data. Bryman and Bell (2003) stated that keeping
good systematic field notes is essential to qualitative research. In the current study, field
notes served as part of data triangulation.
Focus Group Sessions
Focus group sessions are advantageous in qualitative research (Bickman & Rog,
2009). The focus group allowed teacher participants to interact and also clarify interview
responses. After interviews were completed and transcribed, each participant received a
printed transcription of their interview. During the focus group sessions, participants
were able to contribute to their interview responses and review interview transcriptions.
Participants also were able to engage in a dialogue about personal experiences as related
to high-stakes testing, teaching methods, pedagogy, and assessment types.
Data Analysis
After all data were collected and examined, several themes were detected in the
data. Interview notes, such as participants’ tones, facial expressions, and intensity, were
reviewed regularly during data analysis. In addition, data was coded, transcribed,
analyzed, and observed for any recurrent themes. There was special focus on teacher
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participants’ knowledge about social studies methods, standards, and different
assessments used in social studies. This research study aids to help identify possible
reasons for lack of continued progress on the End of Course tests in U.S. History.
Ethical and Political Considerations
Approval was granted by the proper Institutional Review Board, and great care
was taken to ensure the privacy of the teacher participants. Confidentiality and ethical
practices were maintained throughout the current study. Ethical guidelines were modeled
after Orb, Eisenhauer, and Wynaden (2001) and the American Psychological Association
(2013). Participants’ privacy and the confidentiality of the information gathered and
theme analyses were maintained throughout the study. Participants’ personal information
was guarded by codes, as each participant was assigned a numeric code at the study’s
inception. These codes were used for interviews, transcriptions, data analysis, and all
related presentations. Participants were assigned pseudonymous names. Neither
individuals’ codes nor the storage of personal information were disclosed to anyone
involved in the study. All personal information, interview tapes, transcripts, and notes
were secured in a locked file cabinet in an office, and none of the information was
reproduced in any form. The researcher consulted with the advising professor to check on
the proper amount of time that should be allowed to pass until the data is destroyed.
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Chapter 4
Results
The purpose of this study was to explore and identify possible changes in social
studies pedagogy at the secondary level due to the increase in high-stakes testing and
U.S. History teachers’ perceptions about high-stakes testing. Twelve U.S. History high
school teachers from three distinct schools were selected as participants in this study.
Four U.S. History teachers from each school were selected. Qualitative research methods
were employed in the current study in the form of interviews and focus group sessions.
In preparation for this study, the researcher made four hypotheses: (a) high-stakes
testing directly affects teacher methodology and pedagogy; (b) curriculum narrowing is
occurring in U.S. History classrooms due to time constraints; (c) high-stakes testing is
perceived negatively by teachers because it creates additional stress, results in lost
instructional time, and does not support effective education; and (d) teachers are teaching
to the test.
Three types of data were used in the study: (a) formal interviews, (b) focus
groups, and (c) field notes. By examining evidence from multiple sources of data, a
researcher can build a coherent justification for themes (Creswell, 2009). Hussein (2009)
suggested the use of triangulation to increase in-depth understanding of a phenomenon.
Analyzing multiple forms of data, such as field notes, interviews, and focus groups, leads
to a more valid and reliable empirical study.
The first form of data used included formal interviews. Formal interviews were
conducted and digitally recorded. Formal interview questions were asked and an openended interview style was used. Strauss, Schatzman, Bucher, and Sabshin (1981, as cited
in Merriam, 2002) proposed that four categories of interview questions exist including:
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(a) hypothetical questions, (b) devil's advocate questions, (c) ideal position question, and
(d) interpretive questions. Probing questions were asked throughout the interview process
to provide clarification from interview question responses.
The research questions for this study were shaped from previous literature and
sought to explore phenomenological meaning to elicit the essence of experience
(Kinmond, 2012). Maxwell (2005) suggested qualitative research questions fall into three
categories: (a) questions about meaning, or how people make sense of the world; (b)
questions that illuminate context; and (c) questions that investigate processes. Kinmond
(2012) suggested clear and focused research questions are used to structure further
analysis and any future literature. The aim of the research questions was to explore
teacher perceptions of high-stakes testing (Jones, B. D., & Egley, 2004), perceptions
about methodology used by social studies teachers (Thornton, 2005), perceptions of
effective pedagogical approaches (Gudmundsdottir & Shulman, 1987), and types of
assessments used to teach content (Gipps, 2002). From these research questions,
interview questions were formulated. All teacher participants were asked each interview
question. Teacher participants from each of the three schools were asked the same
interview questions in the same order to control for confounding variables (order,
delivery, and setting) that may have affected teacher responses impacting the resulting
themes.
The second form of data used included insight from focus group sessions.
According to Gibbs (1997), the main purpose of focus groups is to draw upon
respondents’ attitudes, feelings, beliefs, experiences, and reactions in a way that would
not be feasible using other methods. Focus groups elicit a multiplicity of views and
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emotional processes within a group context (Gibbs, 1997). The focus groups engaged in
organized discussions about their views and personal experiences with high-stakes
testing, methodology, pedagogical approaches, and types of assessments. This helped the
researcher gain additional insight into the participant’s shared perceptions. The sessions
were open to all teacher participants and were held in a centralized location large enough
to accommodate all 12 teacher participants.
The third form of data included field notes taken during the study. These were
notes made during the interview process and served to note facial expressions, body
language, and other nonverbal forms of communication or actions that could emphasize
or enhance the interviews of those participants. According to Mulhall (2003), field notes
provide a literal account of happenings throughout the qualitative research process.
High School A: High Achieving
The public high school selected for the study was located in a large urban area
and was recognized as one of the best schools within the state. The high-achieving high
school selected for this study was the only high school listed as high achieving within the
school districts' 42 high schools. The high-achieving status is by the states' Report Card
data. The Report Card provided detailed data about the school profile (demographics),
End of Course achievement data, Value Added scores (predicted data), attendance rate,
graduation rate, discipline data, and teacher quality. The school offered three levels of
U.S. History courses, representing 40% of the social studies curriculum. Four teachers
representing nearly 500 students were purposely selected. The three types of U.S. History
courses offered were Standard U.S. History, Honors U.S. History, and Advanced
Placement U.S. History. Each course required differing ability levels, standards, and
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curriculum expectations. The data collected from the four U.S. History teachers were
centered on each teacher’s perception of high-stakes testing, teaching methodology,
pedagogical approach used, and types of assessments utilized. The following are the
teacher responses to the four initial research questions through eight interview questions.
Research Questions and Responses
Question 1. The first research question was, “What are perceptions of high school
teachers regarding high-stakes testing?” The first corresponding interview question was,
“How would you say that high-stakes testing affects your teaching style?”
Three of the four teachers interviewed believed that high-stakes testing created
more stress and did not allow for enough time to teach the entire curriculum. Teacher
participants expressed feeling that their job depended on student test results. Teachers
indicated high-stakes testing dictated that specific areas of the curriculum were more
emphasized while other areas of the curriculum were not. John a 3rd - year teacher,
quickly showed signs of distress on his face when asked about high stake-testing.
It causes a lot of stress. I do not want to let my school down. In my class
it's all about the test and the kids doing well on the test. I look at what I
need my students to know at the end of the year and plan out each class. I
prioritize skills along the way, I benchmark those skills, and I use mastery
learning to get there. We (here at this school) have an expectation and
that's that. That's why we have so many kids from all over the district.
Standardized testing in its current form is not the way it should be and it's
not the best way to teach content either.
Carol, who teaches one of the department’s Standard U.S. History classes,
expressed her dislike for high-stakes testing and fear about low-performing student test
scores:
Overall, I think high-stakes testing dictates what I am teaching in the
classroom. Instead of following the textbook or what I think is valuable
for students to learn, I pretty much have to teach to the test. I end up
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teaching what people (administrators) say I should teach versus doing my
own thing. If I do have good scores this year, my principal has told me I
will be. I need this job, so I do what I need to do to keep my job. I teach to
the test.
John and Carol’s experiences with unintentional outcomes of high-stakes testing
is mirrored by Amrein and Berliner (2002), who indicated high-stakes tests define the
curriculum and direct instruction in schools. A survey conducted by Education Week
(2001) indicated 69% of the teachers in low-income schools reported high-stakes tests
were forcing them to concentrate excessively on material covered on the tests at the
expense of other subject and content areas. A study conducted in 2004 found more
teachers feeling under more self-reported stress due to high-stakes tests and student
performance on those tests (New York State Education Department, 2001).
Richard’s response was similar to Carol’s when asked about high-stakes testing.
At first he laughed and quickly responded:
I put a lot of emphasis on repeating material to make sure they get it. You
are teaching to a test whether you want to or not. Everything comes down
to that. Your growth scores as a teacher and your evaluation score as a
teacher comes down to how well these kids do on this (U.S. History EOC)
test, so you teach to the test, to ensure you have a job.
Marcus, an AP U.S. History teacher for 21 years, did not agree with the other
teachers in his department. Marcus highlighted the fact that all teachers are given a
curriculum and a set of standards to teach their course.
I do not want to say its (high-stakes testing) negative because I have not
experienced that yet. AP unveiled the redesign of the curriculum at a
conference a few years ago. They gave us (teachers) a curriculum guide
with objectives and told us "this is what's on the exam," so as teachers we
knew what we needed to teach. In a roundabout way, we were told what
was important in terms of the exam or what they thought was important. I
took what I was told at the conference and taught that curriculum.
Teachers have the curriculum guide and that should be enough.
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As a result of teacher feedback, it was discovered that most teachers from this
school viewed high-stakes testing negatively. Teachers indicated high-stakes testing
caused more stress, fear of low student test performance, and fear of low evaluation
scores due to test scores, and teachers are teaching to the test. Such findings mirror
those of R.W. Evans (2012), who noted that teachers plan their curricula around state
tests; teachers feel more pressure and high-stakes tests cause a negative fearful
environment.
The second corresponding interview question was, “Some administrators say that
teaching students how to pass the test is the best way to teach content. What would you
say?”
All four participants agreed that rote memorization was an ineffective method to
teach content. Marcus shook his head in disagreement as soon as he heard the question
and provided a passionate response.
“That is absolutely wrong. If you’re in a social studies classroom, or
teaching in a history classroom, it is a different animal than some of the
disciplines. We teach more than just facts and figures. I teach my students
the skills they need to do well. It's more than some guy invaded this
county on this date. If a teacher is only teaching students how to memorize
information, that is rather unfortunate for those students. I do not think
that is conducive to success in a social studies classroom. Doing that, I
think is wrong habit. It goes against my set of beliefs as a teacher. I will
never use that method. It leads to failure as a teacher.”
Although Richard agreed with Marcus, his response was sarcastic.
I think teaching test-taking skills is a good idea. But teaching them strictly
to get them to pass a test…You might as well just give them a list of
vocabulary words and then grill them and drill them on those words for six
months. Then to see how well they have remembered it (laughing),
because they are not going to learn anything, but they “may” pass a test.
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Participant responses mimicked Abram’s (2004) findings, where teachers
indicated increased pressure from increased demands of the state test often requires
teachers to place more emphasis on test preparation and teachers felt they were under
“undue pressure” to improve student performance on state tests. According to a study
conducted by David (2011),
State accountability tests leave out some subjects altogether, and they only
cover a limited sample of the many subtopics covered. Worse yet, when
stakes are high, it's more likely that what's missing from the tests will
disappear from the curriculum, especially in schools with low-performing
students. The need to make test performance the first priority has forced
many teachers to push topics and activities that do not appear on the test to
the end of the school year, after testing is over.
Question 2. The research question was, “What are the perceptions of high school
teachers in regards to current teaching strategies commonly used in the social studies
classroom?” The corresponding interview question was, “Current research shows that
students have difficulty thinking critically. What do you do in your classroom to help
students learn how to think critically?”
Two of four teachers indicated there was no perceived value in teaching critical
thinking skills. The U.S. History End of Course test does not assess critical thinking
skills; therefore the skill was not emphasized by the teachers as a distinct skill. Richard,
who taught Standard U.S. History, provided an interesting response.
I think most people in life can’t learn to think critically. I think it’s one of
those things that either you know how to do or you don’t. You are with it
or you are not. And you can teach people techniques to help them along
and maybe make them slightly better decision makers but as far as actual
critical thinking goes, that intuitive leap where you take this and connect it
to that, most people can't do it. They have to have it shown to them. You
can show it to them and they can understand it. But to come up with it on
their own…I don’t think most people can think critically.
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John, on the other hand, whole heartily disagreed that critical thinking skills could
not be taught. John made it a point to indicate that critical thinking is a crucial skill to
teach and one that was his job as an educator.
Critical thinking is what makes an individual successful. It is how you
come up with your own thoughts using what you know (providing
evidence). I make my students understand this. I use real-world examples.
Critical thinking is what makes an individual successful. I tell my students
to go beyond the “who, the what, the when, the where.” My students know
they need to be able to answer the why. I use an exhaustive list of
questions in class to teach my students how to go beyond the text. My
students know I'm going to keep drilling them with questions so they
better know their stuff. You walk into my room and it's a place to learn,
think, and discuss. I use passage analysis and primary source documents to
teach my kids how to think critically, but it takes time. They do not walk
into my class ready for what I perceive as my expectation. They have not
been taught this skill before. It blows my mind that kids are not taught to
think critically. I am one of the few teachers that seem to have this
expectation.
Willingham (2007) found teaching students to think critically probably lies in
large part in enabling them to deploy the right type of thinking at the right time. Critical
thinking is more than a set of skills of how to approach a problem; it is the understanding
of what the problem is and recognizing when to engage in critical thought. He further
explained critical thinking consists of thinking like a historian with the ability to
understand both perspectives, being open to new evidence that goes against your previous
ideas, utilizing logic and deductive reasoning, providing evidence to statements, making
inferences and forming conclusions from facts, and problem solving. Teachers must
understand thinking structure and how thinking penetrates beyond surface structure.
The second corresponding interview question was, “Describe how you have
changed your teaching over time?”
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Two of four teachers indicated having less time to teach content and having a
greater understanding about how to teach content. Marcus looked down at his fingers as
if he were counting his years as a teacher and then burst into laughter. In the focus group
he later explained that no one had ever asked him such a hard question.
Well, I’ve been teaching for so long, this may take me a while to think
about. I know what I need to teach and how long I can teach it for. I do not
cover content in depth as I once did. I can look at old PowerPoints that I
made from years back and I do not even use them anymore because I can't
cover the content in the same in depth way that I once use to. The amount
of class time is so limited now. I find myself having to limit the depth. I
feel that if I could take some of my students from 10 years ago and
compare them to my student that I have now, regardless of grades in class.
The kids from 10 years ago knew more, because there was more class time
for them. I feel that they (the test makers) have thrown out certain aspects
of history and replaced them with others and given you not a whole lot of
time to teach it. The greatest problem that I have is time. There is not
enough time to cover it all. There have been positive changes as well. I
have more resources than I ever did before. I find so many new ways to
teach a lesson. I wish I had more time to use all of it.
Richard agreed that it is difficult to teach all aspects of the curriculum in the
amount of specified time provided. Richard also agreed he was not able to go as in depth
as he would like with the content. Richard grimaced, played with his pen, and said:
I hate to say this but I have had to lower my expectations over the years.
The students I teach today are not the same as the ones I taught 10 years
ago. I found I had higher failure rates than most teachers and was told that
I had unrealistic expectations. So I lowered my standards. My students
continue to do well on the EOC exam, but I do not believe they are ready
for college when they leave here.
United States Department of Education (2001) found the standards being taught in
high school did not reflect the knowledge and skills needed for success after high school.
Four out of every 10 new college students, including half of those at 2-year institutions,
were required take remedial courses. Furthermore, End of Course exams for each state
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are written using different standards, therefore what may be listed as a proficient score in
one state; may be listed as a below basic in another.
Question 3. The third research question was, “What are the perceptions of
teachers regarding what determines the correct teaching style or strategy utilized?” The
first interview question was, “Suppose you were teaching a U.S. History class that did
not include an End of Course exam. What aspects of your teaching style might you
change?”
Of the four teachers interviewed, three teachers expressed the desire to engage in
more discussion-based learning with their classes. John smiled and shook his head when
he offered this response:
I guess there would be more of a chance for me to bring in current events
and have more real world discussions with them. Given that there is not
EOC in this scenario. I’d be able to do those types of activities and make
those comparisons. I’d be able to pull in so much more real-world content
and show them how history works in the world.

John, Richard, and Marcus all mentioned the increased amount of time during
this school year that was utilized for testing. Each teacher made it a point to explain 3
weeks of school during the semester were taken out of the schedule to accommodate for
various tests that were given throughout the district. Richard was very adamant about the
loss of instructional class time and began naming off each test; with each test mentioned
he pointed his finger in the air.
We tested them to check to see if they were tested, and we had to test them
again to check and make sure they were well tested. We gave the ACT, the
PSAT, the SAT, the PLAN Test, the Discovery Test, the test to test what
will soon be the PARCC test, the common subject 9 week tests, we tested
them for weeks. These poor kids were tested to death. End of Course tests
and AP tests will be coming this spring.
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Such findings support the belief that teachers have less time to cover the material
due to the amount of class time lost taking high-stakes testing. Bennett and Gitomer
(2008) found tests take away from instructional time and turn teachers into testing
proctors. A more recent study conducted by Neumann (2013) also found testing limits
instructional time with students and requires teachers to use a bare bones approach to
teach social studies content.
The second corresponding interview question was, “How would you respond to
this statement: Teachers should only use drill and practice methods to teach content.”
Three of four teachers stated the drill and practice method was not an effective
way to teach content. Carol shook her head is disagreement and took a deep breath before
answering this question.
I hate drill and practice because it does not really encourage knowledge. It
encourages learning by rote memorization; it does not encourage critical
thinking and self-motivation. Drill and kill as I call it allows students to
cop out of learning or knowing anything more than just the basics. If I
used this method I would have dumbed down my lessons and have to
spend a lot of time ensuring the students learn the facts without necessarily
stringing together the content. That would not ensure my students would
do well on the End of Course exam.
Honigsfeld and Dunn (2009) reported that in response to the increased high-stakes
testing, schools will resort to utilizing the “drill and kill” method, which will reduce the
quality of education. This method leads to the destruction of student motivation and the
joy of learning (Boudett, Murnane, City, & Moody, 2005). While three teachers did not
support using this method to teach content, Richard provided another perspective.
I use the drill and practice method, but let me tell you why…I get rated on
how well my kids do on this test. So if 100% of my kids pass the
EOC…then my EOC scores indicate I'm an effective teacher and my
evaluation score increases. I'm expected to get them to pass. My score
affects not only me, but other teachers in my building that don't have an
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EOC score; they have to take the school average. If my kids do poorly, I
bring down other teachers’ scores. I do not want to be responsible for that,
so I use this method in the spring to make sure my kids know the material.
I go over it and over it until they get it. I know it's not right, but tell that to
my EOC scores and my teacher evaluation.
Richard's response is not supported by recent literature; however Richard does
have successful End of Course test data results that supports his perceptions about this
method. During the focus group session several teachers from Richard’s school
indicated they strongly disagreed with the drill and practice method and indicated
Richard "had a way to get students on board."
Question 4. The fourth research question was, “What are the perceptions of high
school teachers regarding formative assessments and activities in correlation with highstakes testing?” The corresponding interview question was, “What methods, strategies,
and activities do you use in your classroom to teach content?”
All four teachers provided similar responses when asked about methodology. All
four teachers described how they scaffold and build weekly lessons. The four teachers
individually stated utilizing primary source documents and incorporating writing into
lessons as preferred methods to teach content. John provided the most comprehensive
answer.
I use primary source documents to teach content. I lecture after
introducing the document. I use PowerPoint lectures to help students
organize the information. We do lots of reading in class and outside of
class. I have lots of discussion over the topics. I want my students to have
as much interaction with the content as possible. I use textbook activities,
but I tweak those. The textbook is a guide and I never use it as the only
resource. I use exploratory learning too. I provide guiding questions for
them to find the answers to. I use close reads. I use small groups. I let
them explore the content from a different lens as much as possible. My
students write as often as possible. Again critical thinking is crucial, so I
make them do it…Every chance I get.
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The National Council for the Social Studies (1998) found several studies that
support teacher use of primary source documents to generate sophisticated historical
reasoning among elementary and secondary social studies students. The use of primary
source documents helps develop students' critical reading skills at the elementary level
and critical thinking skills at the secondary level. Critical thinking skills can be developed
through a number of activities, including writing (Cavdar & Doe, 2012).
The second corresponding interview question was, “How do you go about
choosing the activities used in your classroom?”
Again, all four teachers provided almost identical responses. Carol, who is in her
second year of teaching, summarized her approach in a very matter-of-fact manner.
I use activities that support the End of Course test best. I use what is found
within the guidelines of the curriculum guide. I want to get the students
talking with me and each other, so I find an activity that gets them
thinking critically about the subject matter. I use things that have worked
well in a previous class or things that I have improved. I try to think about
how I can be creative after I ensure I cover the bases for getting in
students’ heads. I use anything I can get my hands on from colleagues,
web sites, network meetings, textbooks, teachers here…anything to help
the kids.
John, Marcus, and Richard agreed with Carol’s approach to choosing activities. In
the focus group session, John stressed the importance of professional development and
networking with other teachers.
I go to lots of workshops within the district to find new things that I might
be able to use. It’s so important to attend those meetings. You get to meet
other teachers that teach the same subject. I talk with my colleagues from
other schools. We use to have network meetings that I went to, but those
have stopped. It was great to get things from other teachers and great to
develop those relationships with other teachers. Those are some of the
most beneficial things to do.
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Marcus, the most seasoned teacher of the group with 21years of teaching
experience, laughed and explained how the Internet has made locating activities for class
very easy.
I now go online and find tons of great stuff. I use to have to get Risograph
copies of things, now I go to Google. Google is your friend, if you know
how to sift through it. I also go to the NCSS web site; I’m a member, and
they have so much stuff on the site. I get their publications with lessons in
it and primary source documents. I look at how I can use what they have.
I now go online to textbook publishers’ web sites to see if I can get a copy
of the textbook sent to me. You use to have to call the book representative.
Now I can request it with a click of my mouse.
Research indicates students who are engaged in the learning process are more
likely to learn and find the experience rewarding (Marks, 2000). Instructors that find
ways to include meaningful active learning activities in their classes, regardless of their
teaching style or course objectives, are more likely to have engaged students (Bonwell &
Sutherland, 1996). The research supports the methods and pedagogical approaches being
used by teachers at this school. The common theme of promoting active student
engagement and utilizing primary source documents served as a foundation to the
responses of teachers at this school.
High School B: Average Achieving
The public high school selected for the study and was located in a large urban
area and recognized as one of the average-achieving schools within the district. The
average-achieving high school selected for this study was one of five high schools within
the school district’s 42 high schools listed as achieving the average Standard for
Academic Growth. The average Standard for Academic Growth is measured by the
Academic Growth Index (AGI), which is determined by the Department of Education at
the state level. In addition, the school Report Card data provides additional data about the
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school’s profile (demographics), End of Course achievement data, Value Added scores
(predicted data), attendance rates, graduation rates, discipline data, and teacher quality.
The school offers three levels of U.S. History courses, representing 40% of the social
studies curriculum. The three levels of U.S. History courses offered are Standard U.S.
History, Honors U.S. History, and Advanced Placement U.S. History. Each course
required differing ability levels, standards, and curriculum expectations. Four teachers
representing nearly 400 students were purposely selected. The data collected from the
four U.S. History teachers were centered on each teacher’s perception of high-stakes
testing, teaching methodology, pedagogical approach used, and types of assessments
utilized. The following are the teacher responses to the four initial research questions
through eight interview questions.
Research Question and Responses
Question 1. The first research question was, “What are the perceptions of high
school teachers regarding high-stakes testing?” The first corresponding interview
question was, “How would you say that high-stakes testing affects your teaching style?”
Three of four teachers believed there was not enough time to teach all aspects of
the U.S. History curriculum. Teachers mentioned the lack of classroom discussions,
where contrasting ideas and opinions are shared. Teachers expressed they felt a lack of
autonomy within their classrooms and were unable to freely teach the content utilizing
various teaching methods. Wendell, a self-described free spirit who aspired to become a
university history professor, laughed and rolled his eyes at the mention of high stakestesting:
High-stakes testing or in this case the End of Course test pulls me away
from using a discussion-based lesson and forces me to cover content in a
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broad surface-like manner. I am not able to teach as much of the history
as I would like, I just I don’t have the time to really dive deep into the
wonderful depths that is U.S. History. I’d love to conduct more class
discussions and create an engaging environment of free ideas, yet I cannot.
I spend most of the time…if there is time, reteaching information. I seem
to be teaching to this ridiculous test. I know what topics are most likely
going to appear on the test, so I make sure my students have mastered
those standards and skills. Here (at this school) we all have to teach the
same material at the same time. We have to turn in lesson plans that show
we are all covering the same time period. We meet together once a week
after school to make sure we are all on the same page, we have to. We are
forced to do it; it's the expectation here now.
Wendell’s opinion was similar to that espoused by Madaus as cited by Grant
(2001), which claims that teachers would teach to the test and adjust their instruction to
match the demands of the New York State mandated Regents U.S. History exam. Grant
further explained teachers tailored the curriculum taught to the content covered on the
exam. Jones, M.G., Jones, B. D., and Hargrove (2003) also found teachers teaching to the
test and utilizing ineffective teaching methods.
Victoria, a 16-year veteran teacher who taught both Standard and Honors U.S.
History, agreed with Wendell.
Instead of having any sort of autonomy, teachers are forced to only cover
material in a very limited and defined set of guidelines, which of course
(laughs) are covered on the test. Where I think a kid needs information for
college like skill sets and know-how or for an AP class or just because
they need to be well rounded in liberal arts, that does not matter. I have to
teach the same content during the same time. It’s even been suggested to
observe each other and model effective teaching practices. Eventually I
will be told I have to do it the way another teacher does. Bottom line, if it
is not on the test there is not time for it, it’s not taught. And it’s become
worse because now there are the pretests and the tests to get sample
questions and the we need more data about how our kids are going to do
on this test so let’s test them some more and every little bit of that cuts
into what it is we are actually able to do in class. So I have to be much
more pedantic, much more rote, much more “you have to cover this” and “
you have to cover that,” and I spend more time worrying about test scores
and numbers than I do worrying about whether or not kids are retaining
information or if they can actually apply it. The problem with high- stakes
91

testing is it asks kids to regurgitate information. It does not ask kids to
apply a set of skills that they have and use them. It’s the difference
between an engineering student only being taught how to memorize
formulas versus here’s a real world problem how are you going to solve it.
Yes, you are going to need some of those formulas that you learned, more
importantly you are going to be able to have to discern which formula you
use for this, why would I use this over that one. High-stakes testing takes
away from all of that. We lose time now. There is no time to be able to
teach the application of the concepts, there is no time to teach your own
way. Teaching is no longer an art but some mathematical formula that get
results.
Anna, the AP U.S. History teacher, did not agree with her peers. Anna did not
support the belief that high-stakes testing causes teachers to have to teach to the test or
utilize ineffective teaching methods to teach the curriculum. Instead, Anna indicated:
High-stakes testing does not affect my teaching style at all or what I do in
my classroom. I teach AP U.S. History and use to teach all the Honors
U.S. History classes. I have been teaching at a higher level for over twelve
years, and it really doesn’t affect anything that I do because I already
implement everything I need to teach my kids. Basically, testing forces a
lot of other teachers to have to teach the curriculum, and truth be told,
many do not know how to do that. They do not know how to use higher
order thinking or they don’t know how to teach it; they are not reading
primary sources and they don’t know how to teach students how to read a
historical document, pull out what is needed and move on. They are not
making their kids write, maybe they don’t know how to teach writing,
maybe they don’t want to be bothered with having to grade it all, and I’m
not sure what the issue is. But for me, high-stakes testing is not a big deal.
But my kids already do the things they are asked to do on the exam in
class. I teach my kids the skills they need, along with teaching the entire
curriculum. Not to mention I teach all of U.S. History. The AP curriculum
begins with colonization and ends in current day. The End of Course exam
only covers topics from the Civil War to present day. How is it that I am
able to get through the entire AP curriculum, yet some teachers can’t
cover half of theirs? It does not make sense, but to answer your question it
doesn’t affect me or my kids. I’m doing everything I’ve been trained to do
and I get results.
The findings of a recent report support Anna’s statements. Boser and Hanna
(2014) found more than 90% of teachers nationally indicated they had good or a great
deal of autonomy in their classroom, according to federal Gallup poll data. The Teaching
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Empowering Leading and Learning survey (TELL survey) given to teachers in Tennessee
in 2013 reported 94% of Tennessee educators believed they were encouraged to try new
things to improve instruction and 82% stated they had the autonomy to make decisions
about instructional delivery.
The second corresponding interview question was, “Some administrators say that
teaching students how to pass the test is the best way to teach content. What would you
say?”
Three of the four teachers expressed teaching student’s specific test-taking skills
and test- taking strategies as opposed to the utilization of rote memorization to pass a test.
Brenda, who taught Standard and Honors U.S. History, provided a thoughtful response
after thinking for a few seconds.
If I do it my way and I teach 85% of the material my way, the way I’ve
been doing it for the past 10 years, they are going to pass the test anyway.
So why have to teach to a test? Why do I have to gear everything towards
getting them to pass? If they do what I am asking them to do in class, they
should pass anyway. Teaching to the test is a horrible way to teach, it’s a
horrible methods to use, especially in U.S. History. It’s a “social studies”
class, not a math or science class. If they can talk about it and you make it
interesting, they can pass the test. Teaching to the test is a drill and kill
method and does just that...it kills them. I don’t want to kill their
motivation or interest. I want to spark it and get them excited. Is my job
and my purpose to make them memorize dates, facts, figures, people,
places and make tiny robots who can spit out some date, just in case it
pops up on the test? Or I am here to teach them history, to have a
knowledge base and an appreciation for it?
Anna’s response mirrored Brenda’s response. Anna believed that teaching to a
test was an ineffective method and one in which she did not engage in.
It is kind of ridiculous to teach to a test. When I taught Honors U.S.
History I would over teach my kids. I would give them so much more
information than they would ever need for that test, so they could walk
into an End of Course test and it was a breeze for them, because I was not
just teaching the content that was going to be on the exam. I was teaching
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them the course, once again. If you are teaching the course, you’re
teaching the material and not teaching to some test, you are killing two
birds with one stone. If you are teaching the content and you are doing
your thing then they should be over prepared for that test. That’s what I
did. I taught the material. I got them ready for that test. I layered it in
there, what they needed to know, how to apply it, how to write it out on
paper, and how to defend it. I mimicked the format of the test in terms of
how the questions might look or be worded, but when they walked into the
test, they were like "this is a joke,", "this is ridiculous," and “this took me
thirty minutes to take.” Did I teach to a test? No. Did I teach them the
content and how to do well? Absolutely.
Wendell, the youngest teacher of the group with 9 years’ teaching experience, did
not agree with his peers. Wendell stated, "Teaching to the test was a great way to get the
students to pass the test." He clarified his response during the focus group session.
I teach my students the material and the curriculum, but at the end of the
school year I teach my students what they will have to know. Basically
what I know will be covered on the EOC test. I show my students what the
exam may look like using the EOC practice test. They get to see the
question style, the format, the amount of questions, and the wording of the
questions. They take the practice test and I score it to show them how they
did. I also give them the released Regents Exam from New York. I try to
put as many practice type tests in their hands. They take the test in class
and we go over it in class. It’s a great way to get them ready and give them
some practice. I spend an entire month teaching to the test. My test scores
show my method works. Why would I not teach to the test?
Anna’s and Brenda’s responses are supported by the literature. According to
Phelps (2011), if the curriculum is developed by educators and the test is written with
the curriculum in mind, then teaching to the test means teaching students the knowledge
and skills they ought to learn in the class. A report published in 2010 by the Measures of
Effective Teaching Project (MET) funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
found that teaching to the test is one way teachers limit curriculum, knowledge, and
skills in order to increase student performance on mandated tests. The practice produces
an unhealthy focus on excessive repetition of simple, isolated skills ("drill and kill") and
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limits the teacher's ability to focus on a holistic understanding of the subject matter. Data
indicates teachers who engage in teaching to the test methodology are typically belowaverage teachers (Measures of Effective Teaching Project, 2010).
Question 2. The research question was, “What are the perceptions of high school
teachers in regards to current teaching strategies commonly used in the social studies
classroom?” The corresponding interview question was “Current research shows that
students have difficulty thinking critically. What do you do in your classroom to help
students learn how to think critically?”
All four teachers were in agreement in regards to the methods used to teach
critical thinking skills and the importance of helping students learn how to think
critically. Teachers indicated utilizing discussion-based methods such as the Socratic
Method and incorporating primary source documents as an effective way to teach
critical thinking. Wendell provided a response that clearly explained what he used and
how he taught the critical thinking process to his students.
Primary sources are the way to go if you are trying to get your students to
learn how to think critically. The document basically asks the kids to think
about the time period when it was written, what was going on in the
author’s mind, what was going on in the area, was there war,…it’s like
teaching a mystery. Here’s the context of this document, now put yourself
in their place, what are they saying, how do they feel, why is this language
being used, who is the document for, what is the purpose? I teach them
how to do that. I walk them through those steps. We do it out loud as a
group then I ask them to do that on their own. It takes time. Do they all get
it? No, but they all grasp onto something. Even if they have a moment of
“yuck, that would suck” or “that’s not cool, they can’t do that,” they are
thinking and making an observation. That’s critical thinking and analysis.
In the focus group session, Anna and Victoria both stated the importance of using
primary source documents in U.S. History to teach content. Primary source documents
are original materials created during a specific time in history. Primary source documents
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can be artifacts, letters, written speeches, recordings, or any original historical document.
Anna brought an example of a World War II primary source document she used in class
to the focus group session. She explained it was more effective to have the class read a
letter from a solider to his parents while under fire to understand the tension and fear
during the time period, as opposed to being told how it felt. Anna stated:
When they read the letter they get a better picture of what it must have
been like. The words the solider uses to describe the scene are better than
the textbook. They (the students) almost feel the emotion he conveys in
his letter. They can see the dirt on the paper from the battle. They just get
a better understanding of the war from one letter. I could try to lecture all
day and it would not be as effective as this one document.
The other teachers agreed with Anna by shaking their heads in unison. Their
opinions reflected research conducted by Sreedharan (2004) that strongly supported the
use of primary source documents in the study of history stating “primary sources have the
most direct connection to the past and that they speak for themselves in ways that cannot
be captured through the filter of secondary sources (p. 302).
The second corresponding interview question was, “Describe how you have
changed your teaching over time.”
The teachers provided a unison response indicating more time teaching had
provided each of them a better understanding of pedagogy, content, and the curriculum.
During the focus group session, a discussion of their first years as a teacher began. Each
teacher laughed as they recalled and shared their mistakes made during their first year
teaching. Victoria, a 48-year-old teacher, recalled the moment she knew she needed to
know more about how to teach U.S. History.
I was so wet behind the ears (laughing). It was the fourth week of school
and I was going to have them act out a skit. I gave them the handouts and
let them go. What a mistake! I had to learn a better way to do it and fast.
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Back then I could not go online and type in “best practices” or look at
another teacher’s web site; I had to find a book in the library at the
University. We did not have mentors; we got thrown into the shark
tank…sink or swim. I learned so much just from falling on my face in
front of my students. It was embarrassing. But those lessons taught me to
be a better teacher, how to be a better U.S. History teacher.
The teachers agreed that high-stakes testing had influenced their understanding of
the content knowledge. Anna and Wendell both stated that “having a high-stakes test
keeps you on your toes” during the focus group session. Anna, who is a self-identified
perfectionist stated:
That test makes me a better teacher because I cannot afford to have a free
day with my kids. I cannot decide that I'm going to give them busy work. I
know I have to get through a specific period time by a certain date. I know
the test is there whether I teach the material or not. I know my kids are
counting on me to get them through that test. My principal is counting on
me. The reputation of this school is counting on me. I cannot let them
down. I am counting on me. There is nothing better than having a 100%
pass rate. I want that each year, so I work to get that. I kill myself each
year and I find new ways to do each year and better ways. I know the book
inside and out. I can tell you what picture is on what page. I also know my
history. They can throw any question at me and I don't have to look it up.
They think I'm a machine. I'm ready each day.
In summary, the teachers believed high-stakes testing aided in better
understanding of the content and how to teach content. Recent literature indicated highstakes tests help teachers deepen content knowledge understanding (Fine, Zygouris-Coe,
Senokossoff, & Fang, 2013). This was also supported by Darling-Hammond (2012), who
found when teachers have a deep understanding of the content being taught, students
perform at a higher level and this may aid in better test scores.
Question 3. The third research question was, “What are the perceptions of
teachers regarding what determines the correct teaching style or strategy utilized?” The
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first interview question was, “Suppose you were teaching a U.S. History class that did not
include an End of Course exam, what aspects of your teaching style might you change?”
Two of the four teachers provided responses indicating their teaching style would
not change even if the End of Course test was removed as a requirement. Victoria, an
Honors U.S. History teacher, made an interesting observation.
Actually, I probably would not change too much of what I do. I would
have to make sure what I was doing in class lined up with the curriculum.
On the flip side of that, I would say this…having an End of Course test
makes my class important. People tend to value what you do more. My
class becomes “important.” The EOC makes me an “important” teacher.
Those without an EOC, their classes are not looked at as important. My
class is worthless to the state and sometimes to the school if I don’t have
an EOC. If it’s not tested, it’s not worthy.
Victoria’s statements are supported in a book written by Ravitch (2011). Ravitch
described how testing, specifically high-stakes testing, ruined the educational system.
The data illustrated many school systems cut social studies, history, and humanities
programs to focus more attention on other “tested” subject areas like math and reading.
Untested subject areas are “unimportant” in the world of high-stakes testing (Agrey,
2004).
Anna, a passionate educator, also indicated she would not make any changes to
her teaching style. In addition, she expressed her philosophical view of what it means to
be a teacher.
I would not change anything. No, I don’t think I'd change one thing.
Teaching is an art. Does a painter change how he paints because there is a
new type art design? No, he sticks with what works for him. If you are a
teacher you have a passion for learning, you have a passion for your
profession, no matter what level you are teaching, you are going to instill
that in your kids. So I don’t think that the EOC changes anything for
someone who is passionate, believes in what they are doing, and is good at
teaching. It does not matter what level you are teaching, whether you have
an EOC or a high-stakes test, you are still going to push your kids, because
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you care about education, and you want them to learn. You want to
challenge them. If it’s too easy for them they are not being pushed to go
that extra step, you are not preparing them for college or the real world.
Test or no test, I’m teaching a U.S. History course. Test or no test, I’m
doing the same thing.
Dawe (1984) emphasized teaching as an art performance more so than a science.
Teaching has been defined as an art by Lutzker (2007), who suggested teaching be
viewed as an art form. Specifically, teaching as an art implies having a different
understanding of what it means to teach and requires a different set of skills and
knowledge. In teaching, there are ways of knowing and doing that cannot be represented
within measurable, objective domains like those found in traditional science and math
education. Therefore, without a concrete way to measure all aspects of teaching, one must
logically conclude teaching must be an art.
The second corresponding interview question was, “How would you respond to
this statement: Teachers should only use drill and practice methods to teach content.”
Three of the four teachers indicated a dislike for the drill and practice teaching
methodology, yet also described how it can be used effectively in mastery learning.
Brenda, a teacher with 10 years teaching experience, frowned at the mention of
the drill and practice method, yet admitted she did utilize this method in her classroom.
The drill and kill is horrible. I really hate it. It is such a boring method to
use in a class. It kills teacher motivation and student motivation. But it
works. When I need my kids to know the parts of the New Deal, I use the
drill and kill method. So, it’s not a complete waste of time. But there are
better ways to teach, be creative, get their attention; you are a teacher not a
robot. It’s history, it’s exciting…Teach that! But yeah, I use it. It’s one of
those “we just have to with this stuff and then we can go back to the fun
stuff.
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Victoria adamantly agreed with Brenda about the use of the drill and practice
method within a U.S. History classroom. During the focus group session, Victoria
clarified her response.
U.S. History teachers have to teach certain dates, it’s just part of the
monster that is history. So when I said “I don’t have a problem with this
method and I use it,” I did not mean… “I use it all the time and this is how
I teach.” I mean there are some basics that every child should know. Here
are the basic facts that we expect you to know. You just have to know
these. However, they need to know how to apply it. You want kids to
know certain things. I know how to spell because I had to write my
vocabulary words ten times each, and use it in a sentence. It’s just part of
it.
Christensen and Gerber (1990) cited the use of the drill and practice method as an
effective method that promotes the acquisition of knowledge or skill through repetitive
practice. The drill and practice method can assist struggling learners and be utilized as a
teaching tool with specific student populations. In contrast, Dillon (2010) found data
indicating teachers who used the drill and practice method have lower value-added
learning gains on standardized tests.
Question 4. The fourth research question was, “What are the perceptions of high
school teachers regarding formative assessments and activities in correlation with highstakes testing?” The corresponding interview question was, “What methods, strategies
and activities do you use in your classroom to teach content?”
Each of the four teachers indicated using discussion-based methods to teach
content along with incorporating writing activities. Wendell, the only male U.S. History
teacher, gave the most descriptive account of his methodological choices to teach
content.
I do a lot of discussion-based activities. I have high expectations for the
kids. They are given things to read and they know we are going to discuss
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the reading in class. I will call on them, so they know to be prepared. The
kids don’t like to read, but they love the discussion, so they read so we can
talk. I use PowerPoints for some things, but I like engaging them in the
process. I lecture, but I ask questions throughout the lecture. I call on them
and ask them if they can provide an example from today’s world. I use
active engagement, it’s not just me standing and lecturing. I will stop and
ask the kids a word when needed, not only to see if they are paying
attention but to see if they can connect the dots. That’s the big style that I
use. I use lots of visuals and short video clips. I write on the board, I’m
using the Smart Board, I’m drawing, I’m making connections from one
thing to the next, I get into a lot of primary sources. I have them analyze
them for information that they see. I try to bring multiple points of view; I
try to have them formulating ideas and opinions. I try to back it up with
what different opinions say about whatever we are talking about or
studying. So they can see different points of view, so they don’t get the
watered-down, accepted popular culture history that is mostly inaccurate
in a lot of ways. Then they write about all of it. They have to defend what
they write and provide details. They have to cite it, and it can’t just be
some random web site. I try to teach like my college professor did. I loved
it, and my kids do as well.
During the focus group session, Anna, Victoria, and Brenda asked Wendell if he
had any additional materials for an upcoming unit. Wendell, who taught Standard U.S.
History, shared that his students made significant gains on the End of Course test the
previous school year. In Wendell’s case, discussion-based methods increased the breadth
of the content taught, allowing for analysis of in-depth topics, and included
incorporating skills such as listening and describing material, which fosters mutual
understanding and student growth (Brookfield & Preskill, 2012).
The second corresponding interview question was, “How do you go about
choosing the activities used in your classroom?”
Three of the four teachers indicated using the curriculum guide to choose
activities. The teachers provided support for the new teacher-written curriculum guides.
Anna began speaking before the question was completely asked.
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The new curriculum guide is great. It was written by teachers here (within
the district) that know their stuff. It’s well organized too. They suggest
great activities and there are links to all of it, since it’s now online. But, I
try and do things that are fun, things like I’ve said before, things that they
will get something out of. And also I try to plan around the time of year.
For example when it’s the first week of school, when everyone’s schedule
is changing and kids are moving all around, I mean I want them to learn
something. The first week of class you want to do something that is light
and fun. They have been on break for 2 months, they need to get back in
the groove, so the first week I’ll hit them with really easy class discussion,
maybe a bit of lecture and some notes, and a class project. Where they
work in groups, in a team, they have to work together, why, because it’s
light it’s the first week of school, their schedules are changing, you don’t
know who you are going to have. I’ll take into consideration the length of
the unit, or what kind of time I have, I’ll take into consideration what other
assignments I’ve given. I want to give them a wide range of experience
with different kinds of research, so I’ll give them a political cartoon so
they can analyze it. Or have them do a mini research paper where they
have to research a topic and they have to give me what they think. I’ll give
them some questions and I’ll want their opinion. I’ll give them an
assignment where they get to select or choose what they are going to do.
So they can create what they do. So using Bloom’s taxonomy really and
truly, where I vary the different kinds of writing assignments or activities,
trying to go through the spectrum and also trying to give them a good
experience where they get a little taste of everything. That is how I choose
activities. I take into consideration the time of year, unit, kids, and
different kinds of exposure to different things in the Bloom’s taxonomy
wheel. I also use many of the great suggested activities from the
curriculum guide.
Victoria and Brenda agreed the new curriculum guide provided some great
activities and opportunities for students. Victoria explained she chose activities for her
classroom that had worked before. She sat for a moment and then laughed when the
question was asked.
Honestly, a lot of what I do has been from trial and error. I learn about
new ways to teach things when the old way does not work with a new
group of kids. Because I have been teaching the same thing for as long as I
have, I’ve been able to narrow it down to what works and what doesn’t
with my kids. I’ve failed a lot. I’ve fallen on my face as a teacher more
times than I can remember or more than I’d like to admit. I’ve tried things
and if they go well, that is fantastic, but if they don’t, well I chuck it and
have another story to tell in my old age to my cats.
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Victoria’s personal reflection of how she chooses activities indicated her use of
reflective teaching. Reflective teaching is a process of reflecting on practices used and
their effectiveness. It is a process of self-observation and self-evaluation that allows
teachers to make decisions and aids in planning (Zeichner & Liston, 2013). Reflective
teaching is a practice used by effective teachers (Biggs & Tang, 2011).
In summary, the curriculum guide being used as a tool to guide instructional
practice and the implementation various instructional methods to teach content was a
common theme for teachers at this school. Both themes are supported in the literature
and are discussed in the next chapter.
High School C: Low Achieving
The public high school selected for the study was located in a large urban area
and recognized as a low-achieving school within the district. The low-achieving high
school selected for this study was one of 22 high schools within the school district’s 42
high schools listed as low achieving. The Standard for Academic Growth is measured by
the Academic Growth Index (AGI), which is determined by the Department of Education
at the State level. In addition, the school Report Card data provided additional
information about the school’s profile (demographics), End of Course achievement data,
Value Added scores (predicted data), attendance rates, graduation rates, discipline data,
and teacher quality. The school offered three levels of U.S. History courses, representing
40% of the social studies curriculum. The three levels of U.S. History courses offered
were Standard U.S. History, Honors U.S. History, and Advanced Placement U.S. History.
Each course required differing ability levels, standards, and curriculum expectations.
Four teachers representing nearly 500 students were purposely selected. The data
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collected from the four U.S. History teachers were centered on each teacher’s perception
of high-stakes testing, teaching methodology, pedagogical approach used, and types of
assessments utilized. The following are the teacher responses to the four initial research
questions through eight interview questions.
Research Questions and Responses
Question 1. The first research question was, “What are the perceptions of high
school teachers regarding high-stakes testing?” The first corresponding interview
question was, “How would you say that high-stakes testing affects your teaching style?”
The four teachers were all in agreement; indicating high-stakes testing has
negatively impacted their teaching style, limited the amount of time they were able to
teach content, and limited the amount of detail they could teach. Orlando, a 2nd- year
teacher, appeared sad and frowned when he responded:
It affects it a lot, everything we talk about in U.S. History we have to talk
about it in the context of it ending up on the EOC. We can’t dive into real
details of events or go deep into the content. We have to cover the bare
minimum and the big events only. It sucks not being able to explore all the
details of it all. High-stakes testing has a big influence on what I teach and
what I do every day. It’s very negative because I have students that ask me
if we can talk about things they have learned outside of my class or things
they are into and I can't really discuss it in class because there is no time
anymore. I have a very limited amount of time to teach them what they
need to know for that exam. I hate telling them "I don't have time," it
sucks as a teacher. The details are what are cool. Kids don’t even
remember talking about things like World War I because it was covered in
1 week. I wish I could spend a few weeks on it. I don’t agree with highstakes testing in U.S. History. I think there is a better way to do it. We are
doing the subject a complete disservice. Kids come into my class not
liking the class because of the EOC. The EOC has killed their morale and
motivation. History is fantastic but they walk in hating it, so I have to
change that mindset. It’s hard to do that.”
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Frank, Tammy, and Susan shared similar negative beliefs about high-stakes
testing. Susan, who had taught standard U.S. History for 12 years, rolled her eyes and
huffed when asked about high-stakes testing.
I would teach very differently if there was not a state-mandated test.
Having a high- stakes state test makes me have to teach certain things. I
have to make sure my kids know the stuff that is going to be asked. I think
about this fact all the time. When the test is changed so are the things I
teach. If there’s a change to the state curriculum then I change what I
teach in my class. The state test dictates what I teach. It effects what I
emphasize. Now that it is tied to my job, it’s even bigger of a deal. I worry
each year. There is a lot of pressure because of the test. So much so that I
really don’t enjoy what I do anymore. I hate it. I hate what the state has
done to me. I use to love my job, now not so much. All this testing is bad.
I have no time to teach. I teach to the test. I can’t teach in depth anymore. I
use to be a great teacher, kids loved my class. Now it’s drill, review, test,
drill review, test.
Susan’s sentiments about high-stakes testing were shared by teachers across the
nation as reported by Flores and Clark (2003). Teachers express the overemphasis on
high-stakes testing as being intrusive on their curricular and instructional decisionmaking. Teachers are discouraged to teach anything beyond what is found on a given
high-stakes test. In addition, teachers are directed to allow classroom time for practice
tests, to ensure the better student outcomes. Research conducted by Henderson and
Mapp (2002) found many school administrators only focus on overall test score ratings
and school ratings rather than student learning, mirroring the current phenomenon.
Frank, the youngest male teacher of the group, explained he felt pressured to do
well and was very unsure of his teaching ability. Specifically he stated:
I am so stressed all the time. I worry that I’m not teaching what I need to
be teaching. It’s very stressful. I’m trying to get as much of it covered as
possible, because I have no idea of what is really going to be on the test.
I’m teaching what I’m supposed to, but I’m trying to broaden the range of
information I teach and go into less detail. My scores have not been the
best. I teach Honors, they have to get better.
105

Data indicates teachers feel pressured for their students to do well on high-stakes
tests (Abrams, Pedulla, & Madaus, 2003). Many teachers have turned to cheating or
helping their students perform better by tampering with standardized test in Georgia,
Indiana, Massachusetts, Nevada, Virginia, and Texas. Galton and MacBeath (2008)
found teachers worldwide are being stretched to the breaking point. Research has
identified a number of demographic characteristics that appear to be important influences
on cheating behavior including low-economic status of students and stress to produce
high yielding scores (Carroll, 2002).
The second corresponding interview question was, “Some administrators say that
teaching students how to pass the test is the best way to teach content. What would you
say?”
Three of the four teachers adamantly expressed that teaching students how to pass
a test was an ineffective strategy. However, each teacher described their desire to “keep
their job” when providing a response. Tammy, a seasoned teacher of 15 years, laughed
and then responded.
That’s crazy. I would not say that to the administrators here because I
want to keep my job, but that’s plain dumb. You are not teaching the kid
anything by doing that. All you are teaching them is how to answer a
question, not how to think and problem solve. They need to know how to
think on their feet. Life is not a multiple-choice test. Half of the point of
history or social studies is problem solving and social learning. There are
patterns to history. There are pros and cons, they are hard choices. That is
life. Not A, B, C, D, E, or all of the above. Teaching a kid how to bubble
the circle is not teaching skills that life requires. But again, trying to keep
my job... I’d say “Yes sir, we are on point.
Susan made it very clear during the interview that she was more interested in
keeping her job than doing what she thought was “right” and stated:
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In this day in age, they are right. Teach them how to pass that test, because
that is what matters to the state, to your district, to your school, your
principal, those parents, the kids, and your family if you want to keep your
job. Teach those kids exactly what they need to know, nothing more
nothing less. That’s if you want to survive in this school and the testing
era. If you want to teach, then you know that is just the wrong way to do
things. It’s not effective. They don’t learn that way, just look at the scores,
they are terrible. But you are in the wrong profession today if you are
going to try to stand up and tell an administrator that’s the wrong way to
do things. If you want to do it your way, you have to go to a different
school.
Frank, an Honors U.S. History teacher, did not agree with his collogues. Frank
insisted teaching students how to pass the test is helpful. Frank explained that teaching
students specific test skills help students understand context clues. During the focus
group session, Frank defended his response by sharing his End of Course test data. Frank
was the only teacher of the group with above proficient student scores on the End of
Course test the previous two school years.
In summary, the teachers at this school did not support teaching to the test.
Instead, teachers supported teaching problem-solving skills and critical thinking skills.
However, teachers followed what was dictated by the administration at this school, even
if they disagreed with the methodology. The opinions shared by the teachers at this
school are shared by teachers across the nation. Teachers indicate student test outcomes
and performance are tied to job stability (Overman, 2005). In 2010, 214 Washington,
D.C., teachers lost their jobs as they were held accountable for low-performing student
test scores. In 2004, Lipman found teachers were strongly encouraged by school district
officials to focus class time on test preparation to ensure student success. The Association
of Teachers and Lecturers found 70% of teachers felt pressured to inflate exam results,
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utilize ineffective teaching methods, and were pressured by administrators to produce
positive student test results (Paton, 2012).
Question 2. The research question was, “What are the perceptions of high school
teachers in regards to current teaching strategies commonly used in the social studies
classroom?” The corresponding interview question was, “Current research shows that
students have difficulty thinking critically. What do you do in your classroom to help
students learn how to think critically?”
Three of the four teachers indicated using the discussion method to teach critical
thinking in the classroom. Susan explained how she guided her students through the
thinking process using discussion.
I first have to tell them what to think or how to think. Here’s an
example…let’s take the Cold War…and a simple question like how did
the cold war affect the growth of the US? First the kids need to know what
the Cold War is. Then they need to know that it was not a real war, yeah
they don’t get that. Then they need to know who was in the Cold War.
Then they need to understand the advantages and disadvantages the Cold
War had on our country, the positives and negatives, then they can answer
the question. So back to your question…what do I do, I teach them
through a step-by-step process how to get to the answer. But can they
cannot do this on their own, and they cannot do it in writing, either. They
struggle trying to explain things. So I have to strongly guide them.
Orlando, a second year teacher, explained how he used current events to teach
critical thinking and made the learning more relevant. During the focus group, Orlando
shared student samples of the lesson he described during the interview.
I use a method I was taught in my education class. I call it the grabber. I
use current events daily to get their attention. I try to get on their level
(laughs), and I walk them through the thinking process. I try to use a lot of
comparison, how would you all react to this now as opposed to the 1800s.
I try to get them to see that there is different way to think about things
even among people in the same class, of the same age, and same
demographic. If I can get them to talk about it in class, I can get them
thinking.
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According to research conducted by Selwyn and Maher (2003), one of the goals
of social studies education is to help students make significant connections with the
content and be able to apply knowledge learned to the real world. Utilizing current events
to help students make connections with content is also supported by numerous studies
from The New Social Studies (Stern, 2010). Students that learn real-world applications
from specific subject matter have a deeper understanding of the content taught and are
more motivated to work hard, providing value and meaning to the learning (Murray,
2002). Using real-world applications, students better retain information, make deeper
connections with the curriculum, and apply learning to other problems, which correlates
with improved test scores (Curtis, 2001).
The second corresponding interview question was, “Describe how you have
changed your teaching over time.”
All four teachers provided similar examples in which their teaching had changed
over time. Each teacher indicated having a better understanding of effective practices, a
better grasp regarding content, and being more organized.
Tammy summarized how her teaching changed over the past 15 years.
I now have a better grasp on what is effective for kids. I think when I
started I thought I knew what was best for kids. The longer you teach the
longer you see that different things work with different kids and you learn
how to do that. I don’t have to reinvent the wheel, but I don’t feel like I
can have a lecture prepared and teach the same way each year using the
same things. When I first started I thought it worked that way. The longer
I’ve been around, the longer I trust different sources and pull from places
like certain teacher’s web pages. The longer you are around, the more you
network with teachers and you learn who knows what they are talking
about and who’s full of it. Over the years I’ve learned to keep things
organized so I don’t have to riffle through paper all the time too.
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During the focus group session, Orlando, a second year teacher, asked Tammy if
he could look through some of her materials. He explained he is trying to organize a “this
worked” binder for his standard U.S. History class. He expressed the desire to have a
binder that grows each year with lessons and activities that worked well to help him plan
in the future. Orlando also stated he looked back on many activities he had used in hopes
that practice would make him a better teacher.
Orlando’s and Tammy’s comments are supported through literature about
reflective teaching and effective teaching practices. Tomlinson (2000) suggested teachers
engage in an ongoing reflection process, which enables teachers to keep track of activities
and lessons that were effective to build on from year to year. The intent of reflective
practice is to improve the quality of performance, therefore allowing teachers who
engage in reflective practices to make instructional changes (Osterman & Kottkamp,
1993). Good teachers draw upon their collection of activities, lesson plans, and strategies
in order to meet the needs of their students (Scruggs, Mastropieri, Berkeley, & Graetz,
2010).
The beliefs shared by the teachers at this school are mirrored in the research
conducted by Shepard (2000), which found teachers increased their content knowledge
and pedagogical repertoire through the use of high-stakes tests and assessments. Teachers
who taught courses with high-stakes tests engaged in a systematic analysis of student
knowledge, which reinforced teacher content knowledge understanding and effective
instructional skills. Additional research found teaching a balanced integrated curriculum,
differentiating instruction, and providing active learning opportunities were effective
instructional practices used by teachers with End of Course tests (Public Schools of North
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Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2006). The American Psychological
Association indicated test results helped provide teachers with important information on
how well students learned and feedback on their current teaching methods and curriculum
materials (American Psychological Association, 1999). Teachers were able to make
instructional changes based on their previous test score data.
Question 3. The third research question was, “What are the perceptions of
teachers regarding what determines the correct teaching style or strategy utilized?” The
first interview question was, “Suppose you were teaching a U.S. History class that did not
include an End of Course exam, what aspects of your teaching style might you change?”
Susan, an admittedly outspoken teacher, thought for a few minutes and then
provided a thoughtful response.
I’d make it more fun. I’d be able to apply the history to what’s going on
today. I’d be able to work with other teachers doing cross-curricular stuff.
I’d teach my kids the stuff they really need to know to function as a U.S.
citizen. Instead, I’m teaching how this war was really about state rights
and how it all turned out. It would be so much better if I could really look
at it from a social point of view and pull in all these other topics and
classes. Now that would be a great class. The kids would learn so much
more and I would enjoy it too. The kids would want to come to class. I’d
teach U.S. History with social implications. It would be great.
During the focus group session, the teachers discussed their thoughts about
teaching a U.S. History course that did not include an End of Course exam. Tammy, an
Advanced Placement U.S. History teacher quickly stated she would include more writing
and hands-on activities. Writing has been shown to facilitate learning by helping students
explore, clarify, and think about the ideas and concepts taught (Vacca & Vacca, 1989).
Educational theorists have stated hands-on activities and classroom experiences lead to
greater cognitive gains and enhance learning (Korwin & Jones, 1990). The Common
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Core State Standards Initiative provides evidence to support the use of writing in social
studies classes.
Orlando indicated he would provide his students with more freedom to conduct
research in areas of history the students were interested in. Project-based learning is used
to engage students in investigation and research (Blumenfeld et al., 1991). It is an
innovative instructional approach that enhances student learning and motivates students
(Bell, 2010). Project-based learning is an effective instructional tool used by teachers
engaged in student-centered learning (Brundiers & Wiek, 2013).
Frank stated he would go into more detail about the “bigger events and topics”
and would teach at a faster pace. Frank’s statements are supported by the literature.
Postholing is a practice in which teachers present an in-depth study of a particular
historical event or period in a short amount of time (Workman, 1975). The postholing
approach and its use according to Virtue, Buchanan, and Vogler (2012), allows teachers
to add breadth to shallow curriculum. Utilizing this approach, students investigate
historical topics at a deeper level, promoting student interest, student engagement, and
content knowledge. Postholing may provide teachers with an effective pedagogical
approach in high-stakes subject areas. In 2007, Moon, Brighton, Jarvis, and Hall
presented data showing gifted students report frustration and resentment at the slow pace
of learning due to high-stakes testing. However, decisions about proper pacing should be
varied for specific student populations. Teachers also indicated the pacing requirements
imposed by standardized curricula demanded moving quickly through material regardless
of student understanding, learning, or mastery. Curricular pacing demands, therefore,
appeared to hinder teachers' ability to cover content in depth (Moon et al., 2007).
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In summary, the teachers indicated a desire to teach the content in a more in-depth
manner, to increase the amount of writing used, to incorporate hands-on learning
activities, to implement project-based learning, to present cross-curricular lessons, and
engage in “fun” activities if the course did not have a state-mandated End of Course
exam. Research suggests teachers are able to create rich classroom environments in
which students link new information to prior knowledge, engage in project-based
learning and problem solving activities, establishing a classroom setting that promotes indepth study (Tinzmann et al., 1990). It is important for a teacher to design learning
experiences that incorporate a range of teaching and learning resources to promote
student learning (Gibbons, 2002).
The second corresponding interview question was, “How would you respond to
this statement: Teachers should only use drill and practice methods to teach content.”
Three of the four teachers supported the use of the drill and practice method for
teaching content, insisting the drill and practice method ensures students’ knowledge.
Susan a self-reported pessimist stated:
Yes, that’s what you have to do if you want to ensure your kids succeed
and your survival in today’s testing world. It’s a new time baby, wake up.
All this touchy 1990s feel good stuff is gone, it’s do or die. Drill that into
their heads. Who, what, when, where, why…good, next. Baby, I’m going
to have my job. I can’t afford to not have this job.

Orlando appeared reluctant to answer the question at first. He sat looking down at
the floor for a few minutes before he responded.
I know it does not teach kids critical thinking skills or other skills they
need, but it does teach the material, so yes I do use it. It's hard to keep the
kids’ attention and maintain classroom control. In order to maintain
classroom control, I have to use a method that I dislike. But, I can deal
with disciple issues using this method. The kids know the classroom
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routine. They need structure and this method gives me a good structure.
As a class we go over important concepts daily. But I know it’s bad to use.
During the focus group session, Orlando stated he knew his students were bored
in class but they knew the material he taught, so he said he would "continue using the
drill and practice method, as long as it worked." As an instructional strategy, the drill and
practice method promotes the acquisition of knowledge or skill through systematic
training by multiple repetitions, rehearsal, and or memorization. The drill and practice
method does not allow students to relate concepts to what they are doing or learning
(Mohammed, 2014). The American Psychological Association in 2007 suggested
teacher’s think of practice not as rote repetition, but as deliberate, goal-directed rehearsal
paired with reflection on problem-solving processes (Brabeck & Jeffrey, 2011). Tammy
was the only teacher among her peers that disagreed with the drill and practice method.
Tammy argued with her peers in the focus group session about its ineffective use in the
classroom.
It goes back to the same thing with the administrator’s question; it does
not teach the skills needed. And as a teacher, that boring environment
breeds classroom management issues. It’s hard to engage kids that way.
You will have to deal with disciple issues using that method, because a kid
does not want to read or answer questions or open the book. It creates a
bad classroom environment.
Sandholtz (2011) concluded ineffective instructional methods do not promote
student engagement and may lead to inappropriate student behavior and classroom
management issues, which supports Tammy’s belief. Although the literature and research
do not support the use of the drill and practice method as a best practice for social studies
classes, the teachers at this school utilized the drill and practice method as a way to
ensure student knowledge. The director of education for the Bill and Melinda Gates
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Foundation, Vicki Phillips stated, “Teachers who drill their students to prepare for
standardized tests tend to have lower value-added learning gains than those who simply
work their way methodically through the key concepts” (Dillon, 2010, p. A15).
Question 4. The fourth research question was, “What are the perceptions of high
school teachers regarding formative assessments and activities in correlation with highstakes testing?” The corresponding interview question was, “What methods, strategies
and activities do you use in your classroom to teach content?”
Frank a self-reported history buff, expressed the various methods he used with his
classes.
It really depends on the class you teach. I like to use lecture style but with
some classes that style does not work because of the type of students that
make up that class. Classroom climate makes a difference in each class.
Some classes may know how to take notes better than another class
because of the kids that make up the class is made up of higher level kids.
But some of my lower level classes because lecture is not continued
reinforcement they disappear or don’t pay attention. So it’s hard to figure
out ways in which to help them because I’ve done some of the other
techniques but then the lower level kids don’t do it (like Cornell notes)
because it’s not being given to them. When kids are enforced to do it
…they do. But on their own, then they don’t, they don’t pay attention
either, so it’s a fine line as to when you have to give the kids the notes and
when they should be able to get them from the lecture and hope that they
will study it on their own. My worry with my lower level kids is “are they
actually going to do the work”? If a class does nothing, then your next
lesson is shot. So if you give them what they need at least you know they
have it, it's done, and you can move on. Yes, and knowing your students is
the important part of choosing the method which you are going to use in
the class to teach the content. I use lecture with my high-level classes. I
use guided notes with my lower level kids. But I still use the same
activities in both, just the amount of freedom they have depends on who's
in that class. I may use diagrams to help them organize information, or
other methods where they can see the material in a different way.
Modifying types of instruction for student learners is strongly supported by recent
literature. Bender (2012) found teachers who utilized differentiated instruction with
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students with learning disabilities made significant gains in educational and
individualized goals throughout the course of a school year. Reigeluth (2013) supported
Frank’s belief that differentiation is necessary and found teachers redesigned
instructional methodology to meet the needs to the 21st-century student.
Tammy, who taught Advanced Placement U.S. History and Honors U.S. History,
stated she used an eclectic approach when deciding what methods to use in class.
I do a bit of everything, I do some direct instruction. In Honors, I do more
direct instruction. I have to tie it together for them. So I will say today we
are going to we write about what we learned, or we are going to look at
primary sources, maybe we put ourselves into that position, and maybe
they illustrate something related to the content. I try to do something with
every piece of content. I try to teach analysis, problem solving, cause and
effect, and strategies to come up with an answer. Just depends on the topic
and the time I have as well as the class I’m teaching.
Direct instruction emphasizes a well-developed and carefully planned lesson
designed around small learning increments that are clearly defined (Brannen & Crane,
2008). Direct instruction allows teachers to check for student understanding and make
adjustments to pacing. Literature also indicates direct instruction is an effective method
to use with students with learning disabilities (Glover, McLaughlin, Derby, & Gower,
2010). Tammy also indicated she had large class sizes of 30 – 35 students. Literature
indicates direct instruction is better suited for large student groups (Fraser, 2012). The
use of teaching with primary source documents in history is strongly supported by the
literature in social studies education. The Smithsonian National Museum of American
History supports teacher use of primary source documents as a regular part of history
instruction, indicating those documents help students develop critical thinking and
deductive reasoning skills. The use of primary source documents can deepen students’
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understanding of history while allowing them to think critically. Research trends also
suggest that using primary sources can create a more relevant and meaningful learning
experience for students (Paras, Piche, & Nilas, 2010). Norby (2004) emphasized that
primary sources help students think critically and analytically, which allows them to
interpret events and question the various perspectives of history.
The second corresponding interview question was, “How do you go about
choosing the activities used in your classroom?”
All four teachers indicated choosing activities from ancillary textbook materials.
The teachers explained they were expected to use similar activities and lessons to teach
content through their professional learning communities (PLCs). During the focus group
session the teachers explained that it is a school policy that teachers turn in common
subject weekly lesson plans and they are expected to all teach the same way. Lesson
plans are an effective way to plan instruction according to Cunningham (2009). However,
lesson plans should not be used as a way to force teachers to teach the same way. Susan
angrily explained the process.
We have to use the same stuff. We have to be in the same place, on the
same day, of the same week. We have to teach it the same. We have to be
able to compare the data. We have to use the same common tests. We have
to plan together. We have to be these robots. It’s not a good setting, it’s
very negative.
Frank, Orlando, and Tammy nodded in unison when Tammy described the
process. Teachers shared their thoughts about the school’s climate and how the “negative
climate” affected the activities they use throughout the school year. A WestEd study
found a positive school climate boosts student test scores (Adams, 2013). The same study
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found underperforming schools have negative school climates. School climate appears to
be a factor associated with academic success (Voight et al., 2013).
A common theme found at this school was teachers relied on the textbook when
selecting instructional methodology and classroom activities. A textbook may serve as a
guide for instructional practice and instructional materials. Textbooks play a central role
in most classrooms but should not be the only resource used (Freeman & Porter, 1989).
Textbooks can limit the depth of the material taught as they cover a wide variety of topics
(Porter, 2002).
In summary, the teachers at this school believed high-stakes testing had had a
negative effect on their teaching, caused them to utilize instructional methods they
believed were ineffective, created unnecessary stress, promoted a negative school
climate, and limited their ability to teach in-depth historical concepts.

118

Chapter 5
Discussion
The study was designed to examine how the changes in social studies teaching
methods and content pedagogy have changed due to the increase in high-stakes testing in
the area of secondary social studies. The researcher explored teacher perceptions
regarding high-stakes testing in social studies, methodology, and pedagogy used. The
researcher investigated the existing body of literature and collected data from U.S.
History teachers at three high schools. Each school was selected based on U.S. History
End of Course Test data and the school’s Academic Growth Index (AGI) score. Data
was collected in the form of interviews, focus groups, and field notes. Several themes
emerged during analysis from the data. Common themes emerged from teachers within
each school, as well as from teachers collectively from all three schools. This chapter
discusses the findings from the results organized by theme and the pedagogical
implications of the findings. Limitations of the study and recommendations for future
research are also addressed.
Findings
As a result of this study, the researcher identified three common themes shared by
teachers collectively. Common themes shared were: (a) High-stakes testing enhances
teachers’ understanding of content knowledge and influences pedagogical strategies. (b)
End of Course sample questions, primary source documents, and discussion are effective
strategies used in formative and summative assessments in preparations for high-stakes
learning. (c) High-stakes testing directly affects curriculum planning and pedagogical
instruction. Unique themes shared by individual school sites were also established.
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Themes shared by teachers at the high-achieving school (School A) were: High-stakes
testing was perceived negatively by teachers and created stressful working conditions for
teachers, and teachers sought outside references and sources to guide instructional
activities in the classroom. A unique theme shared by teachers at the average- achieving
school (School B) was: Time constraints in teaching the U.S. History curriculum
occurred due to the implementation of high-stakes testing. Unique themes found only by
teachers at the low-achieving school (School C) were: High-stakes testing limited the
amount of content covered and depth of detail explored, and high-stakes testing
negativity impacted teaching style. The following themes were identified based on
participants from all three schools.
Theme 1: High-Stakes Testing Perceived to Increase Teacher Content and
Pedagogical Knowledge. The first theme identified during data analysis was, “Highstakes testing enhances teachers understanding of content knowledge and influences
pedagogical strategies.” Teachers found high-stakes testing increased content knowledge
understanding and influenced pedagogical decisions that helped guide instruction. Ten of
12 teachers stated they taught material solely found on the End of Course U.S. History
test due to high-stakes testing. John, a teacher in his 3rd year at the high-achieving
school (School A) best summarized the feelings of the group when he said:
I look at what the kids need to do and I use a backward design. I prioritize
the skills along the way. I make sure the kids are ready for the test. I have
a good idea what’s on the test. In my class it is all about the U.S. History
End of Course test and doing well on the test.
According to Darling-Hammond and Ball (1998), teacher content knowledge is
one of the most important factors in determining student achievement. Over 80% of the
teacher participants in this study stated teaching a course with an End of Course exam
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required teachers to possess a deeper understanding of the content. Teachers at the highachieving school stressed the importance of teacher content knowledge much more than
teachers at the low-achieving school. John and Marcus, both teachers at the highachieving school (School A) stated, “If you know your content you are golden.” Their
response along with some of the other teachers reflects data found by research conducted
by Greenwald, Hedges, and Laine (1996). A meta-analysis conducted on student
achievement and school factors found teacher knowledge had the most significant effect
on overall student achievement. Their findings mirrored research by Goldhaber (2007),
which found a positive relationship between teachers’ content knowledge and their
students test scores. T. P. Carpenter, Fennema, Peterson, and Carey (1988) found teacher
knowledge encompassed content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, conceptual
knowledge, and procedural knowledge. Each type of knowledge aided in assessing
students' understanding, corrected student misconceptions, provided instructional
strategies that enabled student learning, and increased student success on a variety of
assessments.
Teacher knowledge enhanced classroom teaching, which has shown to raise
student achievement. The Center for Public Education (2006) found students produced
the most gains on achievement tests when assigned highly knowledgeable effective
teachers. Recent literature reflects the importance of teacher content knowledge and its
link to student achievement (Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon, & Birman, 2002; Yoon,
Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007). Specifically, teacher knowledge improves
instruction and student achievement outcomes.
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The responses provided by the teacher participants mimicked previous research
and literature that indicated in order for teachers to assess students, well informed sound
pedagogical decisions must be made and teachers must understand the content they teach
(Brookhart, 2011). Such decisions, according to Jones and Moreland (2003), have a
positive effect on planning, assessment, implementation of curriculum, and curriculum
development. Informed pedagogical decisions suggest that teachers who have a deep
understanding of the content help students learn at a more profound level, which supports
the National Council for the Social Studies (2008) notion that teaching social studies
powerfully and authentically begins with a deep knowledge and understanding of the
subject (Firestone, Mayrowetz, & Fairman, 1998). Pedagogical decisions help teachers
anticipate, plan, and improvise instruction. Anna, an AP U.S. History teacher at the
average-performing school (School B), stated:
I’m teaching the course (U.S. History), not teaching for a test. I know
what I need to teach by when. I know how much time it takes to teach a
specific unit and the concepts that make up that unit. I know which
activities are best suited for each unit. On day 1, I have the course planned
out for the entire school year because I know my content. I teach my
students more information than what they will encounter on the End of
Course test.
During the focus group session, Anna from school B indicated 100% of her
students score “proficient” or “advanced” on the U.S. History End of Course test and
believed her results are due to her understanding of the course content. Anna’s belief is
supported by the literature and findings of this study. It is believed by the researcher that
teacher content knowledge understanding influences the pedagogical decisions teachers
make, which influences student learning and End of Course test results. Teachers who
display advanced pedagogical skills and show content knowledge expertise are better at
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creating lessons designed to build on students' previous knowledge and understanding,
helping move students to higher levels of understanding (Fry, Ketteridge, & Marshall,
2008). In addition, these educators employ a range of instructional strategies and
resources to match student needs, increasing student test performance.
A strong foundation of content knowledge is a necessary component of effective
teaching; however, a deep understanding of pedagogical knowledge is also needed
(Mossgrove, 2014). In effective teaching, teachers need to draw upon different kinds of
knowledge, content and pedagogical. Content knowledge as defined by this study is
knowledge about specific subject matter. Pedagogical knowledge as defined by this study
is knowledge about the processes, practices, or methods of teaching and learning.
Pedagogical knowledge also encompasses overall educational purposes, goals and
expected outcomes. The researcher believes the specific pedagogical approaches used by
teachers at the high-achieving school (school A) helped produce the student outcomes on
the U.S. History End of Course Test. Teachers at the high-achieving school used
classroom discussion to bolster student understanding and help relate history learning to
present circumstances. Carol, a teacher in her 2nd year of teaching at the high-achieving
school (School A), stated:
I get a discussion going to why and how things can connect to their
(students’) modern lives. I try making history relevant by illustrating how
history affects them (students) today. This is not something they (students)
can do on their own. I have to walk them through the entire process.
John, Marcus, and Richard also indicated they used the discussion method in
class. The pedagogical decisions made by a teacher directly affects student learning
(Hightower et al., 2011; Mascolo, 2009; Weimer, 2013). Pedagogical knowledge
provides teachers with an understanding of the instructional methods available, the
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specific instructional strategies that can be used, the clarity of purpose or anticipated
student outcomes, and the resources to use for specific student learning. This hopefully
leads to advanced pedagogical knowledge and understanding use of advanced approaches
to aid in student learning (Crawford-Brooke, 2013; Shulman, 1987).
Theme 2: Questioning Types, Primary Sources and the use of Discussion
Perceived as Effective Instruction Strategies. The second theme identified during data
analysis was, “End of Course sample questions, primary source documents, and
discussion are effective strategies used in formative and summative assessments in
preparation for high-stakes learning.” Teachers at each of the three participating schools
agreed using End of Course practice questions or questions that closely mimicked the
questioning format and content of the End of Course exam was effective in student
learning. Teachers reported a strong instructional emphasis on using old published
practice test items and other sample test materials from publishers. Pearson and Regents
provided U.S. History teachers with practice test material and practice U.S. History End
of Course tests. Teachers suggested the use of commercially available test generator
programs and question banks to provide students with items similar to what will be on the
test (Willis, 2007). Victoria, a teacher at the average-achieving school (School B), stated
she designed the assessments used in her class and “made the assessments mimic the End
of Course tests as much as possible.” Susan, a teacher at the low-achieving school
(School C), stated she used the practice End of Course tests to “tell if my kids are going
to pass or not” and “as a way of knowing if she was doing it right.” Orlando, a teacher at
the low-achieving school, also indicated he used the practice test and practice test
questions to review material with his students.
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Studies show student gains made on state tests may occur when teacher-made
assessments mimic high-stakes test formats and measure the same knowledge and skills.
Teachers that use practice tests to evaluate students become more knowledgeable about
how to teach the content standards and the needs of their students. Thus, the process of
using practice tests improves the quality of teaching and learning (Darling-Hammond &
Adamson, 2010; Koretz & Barron, 1998; Koretz, Linn, Dunbar, & Shepard, 1991).
According to Herman (1997), teachers who mimic assessments in their practice will
likely improve their instruction, as practice assessments provide tasks that are
instructionally valuable and promote learning. Results from practice assessments provide
feedback on student performance and allow educators to use feedback to improve their
teaching and student learning. Increases on state tests could be due in part to teachers
teaching to the test or teachers focusing on precise content matter and question formats
that appear on the high-stakes test. This strategy allows students to become familiar with
the test’s format; however it sets the focus on the test and not on the understanding of the
material. Susan, a 12-year veteran teacher at the low-achieving school (School C),
indicated the high-stakes End of Course U.S. History test "makes her teach certain
things," and “dictates what she teaches." Susan stated:
I do what I’m told, how I’m told to do it using the curriculum guide. The
curriculum guide tells me exactly what to teach and when to teach it. I do
not have a choice. I must follow the curriculum map.
According to the states 2012 report card, U.S. History End of Course test results
for the low-achieving school has failed to show gains in student achievement since 2006.
Since then, students have continually failed to meet state performance levels of proficient
or higher. The school’s rating as indicated on school report cards for the End of Course
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U.S. History is below proficient. The researcher believes the low test scores on the U.S.
History End of Course exam for school C may indicate teachers teaching to the test.
Teachers labeled as effective teachers through statewide evaluations spend more
time on interactive learning and discussion rather than test prep (Willis, 2007). It is the
researcher’s belief teachers that narrow the curriculum for the sake of high-stakes testing
are failing to fully educate their students in U.S. History, and their students will perform
poorly on high-stakes tests. This belief is only reinforced when teachers that narrow the
curriculum are inadvertently removing aspects of history deemed “unimportant.”
Narrowing focus on knowledge that can be regurgitated on a multiple-choice test is not
learning (Agrey, 2004; Ajegbo, 2007). National test results in the area of social studies
indicate students show some familiarity with basic facts but have failed to demonstrate an
in-depth understanding of the broad spectrum of skills found in the social studies
curriculum. This supports a study conducted in various states school districts showing
that teachers who narrowed their curriculum and instruction to focus solely on tested
topics resulted in lower student achievement data (Hamilton et al., 2007).
Participating teachers at each school indicated using primary source documents to
teach content. Using primary source documents in U.S. History is considered a best
practice by the National Council for the Social Studies and the Association of Teachers of
Social Studies. Primary source documents help promote student learning and
understanding, allowing students to engage in higher order thinking processes that
include analysis and evaluation. Results indicated 11 out of 12 teachers indicated using
primary sources in class. Wendell, a teacher at the average-achieving school, indicated he
used primary source documents "as much as possible" to help the students “gain a better
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understanding of the time period being taught” and from those documents came “class
discussions, student-centered learning, and active engagement." Teachers at the highperforming school indicated the use of primary source documents promoted discussion,
fostered higher levels of thinking, and allowed for the incorporation of Discussion Based
Questions (DBQs) and writing prompts. Marcus stated:
My students spend time working with primary source documents of some
kind several days a week. It helps them understand the time period; it also
forces the students to make connections to the information learned in class.
We talk about the documents, they analyze them, and they evaluate their
usefulness in history in terms of decisions that were made based on the
document. In AP they are given several documents to analyze and must
write a DBQ based on the documents given.
Sarchet (2011) suggested high-stakes testing is one of the major contributing
factors in the decrease of writing and writing instruction in high school classrooms.
Teachers are aware of the fact that high-stakes testing decreases the amount of writing
and writing instruction in the classroom (Sarchet, 2011). Susan, from the low-achieving
school (School C), specifically stated, “I don’t use essays in class as they are a pain to
grade and my students don’t know how to write well.” Brown (2011) and Thomas (2005)
found many instructors do not use writing in large classes because teaching writing in
addition to course content would further increase teacher workloads. Many states
eliminated the writing assessments or writing portions of high-stakes state tests to save
money. Yet, the writing process proves to be a valuable tool for fostering students’
understanding as it requires students to engage academically in each level of Bloom’s
cognitive domain. Writing is the most effective way for a student to express knowledge
about a given subject (Peha, 2003). Research has found most exams and other high-stakes
assessments fail to employ questions that require using advanced levels of thinking
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(Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Sarchet, 2011; Scherff & Piazza, 2005). High-stakes test
questions predominately focus on knowledge, comprehension, and application questions.
According to Sarchet (2011), effective writing requires students to apply each of the six
stages of Bloom’s taxonomy. In a nationwide survey, Kiuhara, Graham, and Hawken
(2009) found that 47% of teachers did not assign higher level writing assignments to
students. Instead writing assignments focused on low-level or short-answer questions. In
this same study, 71% of teachers reported receiving no formal preparation to teach
writing, and 52% indicated that they did not receive adequate preparation to teach writing
in their content area (Smith & Szymanski, 2013). The researcher believes teachers that do
not incorporate writing activities will have lower student outcomes on the End of Course
U.S. History exam. Students are not utilizing the analysis, synthesis, or evaluation levels
of thinking when preparing for high-stakes tests.
High-stakes testing in U.S. History has also led to changes in what is taught in the
classroom. The data from this study help supports that claim. Ten of the 12 teachers
indicated making changes to their instructional practice in response to high-stakes testing
and previous student outcomes. Marcus, a teacher at the high-achieving school, stated he
“covered less material and did not go as in depth as he once did.” Victoria, a teacher at
the average-achieving school, agreed and suggested she “cut stuff from the curriculum,”
and over time “has learned what she did not need to cover.” Participant beliefs mirror
Faxon-Mills, Hamilton, Rudnick, and Stecher (2004) notion that indicated teachers focus
more attention on tested subject matter than non-tested subject matter. This can be
beneficial when testing covers a broad range of skills and knowledge or encourages
higher order thinking skills (Faxon-Mills et al., 2014). The U.S. History End of Course
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test covers historical material from Post-Reconstruction (1865) to Present day, limiting
the scope, knowledge, skills and study of the content. The U.S. History End of Course
test also does not use Document Based Questions or Free Response Questions to evaluate
student understanding through writing. The researcher believes the End of Course U.S.
History exam covers a small range of history and does not require students to engage in
higher order thinking skills, promoting ineffective instructional strategies.
Theme 3: High-Stakes Testing Perceived to Affect Teacher Curriculum
Planning and Instruction. The third theme identified was, “High-stakes testing directly
affects curriculum planning and pedagogical instruction.” Faxon-Mills et al. (2014)
suggested characteristics of the teachers themselves—particularly the depth and breadth
of teachers’ domain knowledge, beliefs about curriculum and instruction, and “buy-in” of
the assessment system—may affect whether and how testing influences their instructional
practices. Teachers at each school described the perceived effect high-stakes testing had
on their teaching style, activities, and methods used in class. Brenda, a teacher at the
average-achieving school (School B), stated:
I have to tailor things I use and teach because I know certain things will
end up on the state exam. I know WWII and the Cold War are always
topics covered on the EOC, but the Vietnam War is not covered on the
EOC. I spend more time on WWII. I do teach some things with more force
when I know they will end up on the test.
The International Reading Association (1999) found high-stakes testing controlled
and guided instruction. A common consequence described by Koretz and Hamilton (2003)
of high-stakes testing is the tendency for teachers to shift time and effort toward tested
content and away from material that is not included in the test. Teachers at each school
shared similar beliefs about focusing instruction on tested content versus non-tested
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content. Susan, a teacher at the low-achieving school (School C), stated she “taught only
what the students needed to know, nothing more and nothing less.” Wendell, a teacher at
the average-achieving school (school B), stated he “wished he could go into more
historical detail instead of only covering the surface of history” but “had to cover what
was on the curriculum and the test.” Teacher’s adapted in-class instruction and activities
to meet the content covered on the End of Course U.S. History test. Valli and Buese
(2007) found teachers’ instructional practices changed when educational policies,
educational mandates, and testing shifts occurred.
Based on the findings, the researcher believes the overemphasis on high-stakes
testing results in a narrowing of the curriculum and ineffective instructional practices by
teachers. Nine of the 12 teachers stated their teaching style would change and they would
teach differently if their course did not include an End of Couse exam. Carol, a teacher at
the high-performing school, stated:
Not having an EOC would allow me to better relate historical concepts to
my students’ interests and would allow me to explore areas of U.S.
History the students found interesting and would improve student interest
in the class, retention of knowledge, and student performance.
Au's (2007) synthesis of 49 studies found a strong relationship between highstakes testing and changes made to curriculum content and pedagogy methodology. More
than 80% of the studies reviewed found changes in curriculum content, and increases in
teacher-centered instruction occurred with increased use of high-stakes testing (David,
2011). High-stakes testing has the predominant effect of narrowing curricular content to
those subjects included in the tests, resulting in the increased fragmentation of knowledge
into bits and pieces learned for the sake of the tests themselves, and compelling teachers
to use more lecture-based, teacher-centered pedagogies. All teacher participants in this
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study indicated using lecture-based instructional methods to teach content. Richard, a
teacher at the high-achieving school (school A), stated he used lecture along with guided
notes to help his students “pull out the important information.” Orlando, a teacher at the
low-achieving school (school C), stated he liked to lecture and it gave his students the
“freedom to take notes.” Anna, a teacher at the average-performing school, stated she
lectured and did so because her students would “encounter this in college” and her job
was “to prepare her students for college.” Studies consistently indicate lecture-based
instruction is ineffective, boring, and not an optimal method to transmit meaningful
learning (Manisha, Aniruddha, & Bajaj, 2012; Sajjad, 2011; Naftulin, Ware, & Donnelly,
1973).
Current findings suggest high-stakes testing does indeed influence curriculum
planning and instruction. The effects of high-stakes testing on instruction are complex.
Teachers’ instructional practices have been altered by the pressures associated with highstakes testing, and high-stakes tests do generally leverage some control over the content
of the curriculum taught. In the classroom, this translates into teachers preparing students
for tests with pedagogies that focus on rote memorization and lower order thinking, as the
tests themselves are usually structured to assess the breadth of often shallow, fragmented
bits of knowledge (Au, 2009).
A study conducted by Darling-Hammond and Wise (1985) found 60% of the
teachers studied changed their instruction to meet the needs of the high-stakes test, and
95% of teachers studied indicated that other teachers' behaviors have changed due to an
emphasis on standardized testing. High-stakes testing not only influences what teachers
teach, but also affects how they teach. Evidence from this study suggests that some

131

teachers change their approach to instruction to emphasize similar knowledge and skills
measured by the End of Course test. Possible reasons or rationale for this may be due to
perceived pressure for students to perform well on the U.S. History End of Course test.
Four teachers indicated fear of losing their job as a reason for utilizing ineffective
teaching strategies. Testing has led some teachers to focus on strategies that students can
use to perform well on the End of Course test. Teachers selectively use materials and
create activities because they know their students need to practice those skills and retain
the knowledge that will be tapped by the test (Langer, 2001). Participant feedback loosely
mirrors Brookhart (2011), who stated:
Teachers need to know how to develop learning intentions in a content
area that are soundly based in disciplinary knowledge, derived in
meaningful ways from state content standards, the local curriculum, and
are appropriately matched to students’ preexisting knowledge and skills”
(p. 7).
Once teachers have a well-developed understanding of those pedagogical
strategies, then they need to understand how to create and use activities, assignments, and
assessments that embody the learning intentions at different levels of student
understanding (Ruiz, Primo, Furtak, Ayala, Yin, & Shavelson, 2010).
Exclusive High-Achieving High School Themes
While three themes were indicated by all three school sites, the high-achieving
school identified two themes exclusive to its school. Such themes were found only among
the school participants. The first theme identified at the high-achieving high school was,
“High-stakes testing is perceived negatively by teachers and creates stressful working
conditions for teachers.” Teachers felt considerable pressure as a result of the End of
Course test. In addition, teachers indicated they felt "pressure to improve students’
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performance” on the End of Course test. Their beliefs are mirrored by results found by
Koretz and Hamilton in 2000, which indicated teachers across the country feel the
intensified pressures from high-stakes testing policies and are responding to these
pressures by teaching to the test in varying ways. The increasing importance of these
high-stakes assessments influences instruction and puts undue pressure on teachers.
Research suggests that high-stakes testing promotes an environment in which teachers
experience high levels of stress and feel “under the gun” (Valli & Buese, 2007).
Resulting in teachers strictly following curriculum maps closely in courses with End of
Course tests (Mastropieri et al., 2005). Teachers in this study were also reluctant to stray
from curriculum guidelines and felt pressured to move through the content at a rapid
pace. Carol stated she “did what she was told, used the online district curriculum, and
followed the pacing guide given.” She stated she did so to “have good scores” as she was
told “she would be fired for bad scores.” John stated he “did not want to let his school
down with low scores.” Richard stated he wanted the kids to “do well” on the End of
Course test. The researcher believes such undue stress and pressure are experienced by
teachers due to the demands of high-stakes testing. Teachers at the high-achieving school
may feel increased pressure for their students to do well on the U.S. History End of
Course test as their school is listed as a top school within the school district and within
the state. The high-achieving school is well known for its reputation to have high End of
Course test results.
The second theme exclusively found at the high-achieving high school was,
“Teachers seek outside references and sources to guide instructional activities in the
classroom.” All four teachers at the high-achieving high school explained how attending
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professional development workshops and network meetings assisted them in choosing
meaningful activities for their classes. According to Schultz (2005), more than 60% of
professional development is geared to test score improvement for teachers. Furthermore,
Hightower et al. (2011) found professional development for teachers must enhance
teacher knowledge and skills, then can create improved classroom teaching, which will
raise student achievement. Teachers who receive “substantial” professional development
can increase their students’ achievement by about 21% according to Yoon, Duncan, Lee,
Scarloss, and Shapley (2007). Professional development appears to be a factor in
effective teaching. A study found higher performing schools often engage in meaningful
professional development. Langer (2001) found district-level coordinators often created
working groups of teachers, and together, collaboratively studied the demands of the highstakes tests their students were taking. Within those sessions they used a test item analysis to
rethink the curriculum, specifically what to teach and when (Langer, 2001). This type of
professional development allowed teachers to work together to achieve a common goal and
was found to be effective in increasing student scores.
The researcher believes teachers that engage in professional development and seek
outside resources to teach content have higher student achievement data on the U.S. History
End of Course test. Teachers at the high-performing school indicated engagement in
professional development and stated they “used web sites and outside materials to find
activities to use in their classrooms." In contrast, teachers at the low-performing school
indicated “using the textbook and textbook ancillary materials as the primary guide for
instruction and choosing activities." The U.S. History textbook used by teachers in the school
district is accompanied by a teacher guide and supplemental teaching materials. All four
teachers at the low-performing school stated they used the textbook materials to select
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classroom activities. Teacher reliance on textbooks is a common phenomenon. Research
conducted by Woodward and Elliott (1990) found many teachers relied on textbooks to guide
instruction and noted textbooks limited classroom activities. Moulton (1994) found textbooks
did not provide teachers with specific timelines on how much time to devote to specific
subject matter or how to vary the content for different students. Textbook curriculum
materials are seen to constrain and control knowledge and teaching (Apple & Jungck, 1990;
Ball & Feiman-Nemser, 1988), limiting students' opportunities to learn (Ball & Cohen,
1996); however, good teachers did not follow textbooks, but instead made their own original
materials. The researcher believes teachers should use multiple sources for choosing
activities for instruction as a textbook is not the only resource and may be outdated. Teachers
who use the textbook to guide instruction limit the perspectives students encounter on a given
topic (Ball & Cohen, 1996). Literature suggests the textbook should be used as a guide, not a
mandate, for instruction. Teachers should modify, change, eliminate, or add to the material to
supplement the textbook with outside readings from multiple perspectives. Leung and
Andrews (2012) reported the findings from a study finding that textbook materials aim at
boosting test scores without increasing student mastery, and teachers need professional
development courses to help them better use textbook materials in proper ways.

Exclusive Average-Achieving High School Theme
As with the other interview sites, the average-achieving school had its own unique
perceptions towards high-stakes testing. The average-achieving school it identified one
theme unique to its peers. Teacher participants suggested, “High-stakes testing causes
time constraints to teaching the U.S. History curriculum.” Previous research illustrated
teachers often reallocate instructional time in response to high-stakes testing (Hamilton,
Stecher, & Klein, 2002; Koretz & Barron, 1998; Koretz & Hamilton, 2003). In addition,
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data has shown the number of instructional days devoted to testing has grown
exponentially. In a study conducted in New York, 26% of the school year was devoted to
high-stakes testing or what one teacher called “non-instructional days” (Cody, 2013).
Wendell stated he was “not able to teach as much of the history” as he “would like” due
to time constraints. Victoria stated she had “a very limited amount of time and defined
set of guidelines to follow” as well as a “lack of autonomy” in her classroom. Anna stated
she had to “cut stuff from the curriculum as five to six weeks were removed from the
school year for testing.” The beliefs held by the teachers at the average- achieving school
are not novel. Standardized tests require more standardization of the curriculum and
remove power from teachers, as leaders and administrators outside the classroom exert
more control over what goes on in the classroom (Willis, 2007). Research highlighted by
Mastropieri et al. (2005) found school sites that emphasized the instructional focus on the
high-stakes test exerted a strong influence on how content was covered by teachers and
how teachers collaborated. Specific guidelines were provided that recommended
initiating and ending dates for all content within particular grade levels, irrespective of
whether students were ready to move on or not. In sites where high-stakes testing was not
the focus, teachers were free to determine what content to cover and the best way to
cover it. Data revealed teachers with more classroom autonomy had higher overall
student achievement scores and learning outcomes.
As teachers spent more time preparing students for mandated assessments, less
time was available for valuable instruction (Willis, 2007). There is substantial time lost
engaging in test preparation activities or learning test formats rather than learning
additional content (Firestone et al., 1998). Test preparation has been shown to remove
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several weeks of instructional time before the exam (Langer, 2001), leaving teachers to
try to cram material. The researcher believes the mandates made by administration at the
average-achieving school are the cause of the time constraints and lack of autonomy felt
by the teachers. The teachers indicated the administration expects them to teach the
curriculum “at the same time in the same way," which is an ineffective strategy that has
caused time constraints and the lack of autonomy felt by teachers.
Exclusive Low-Achieving High School Themes
Participants at the low-achieving school also identified exclusive themes pertinent
only to its school site. The first theme at the low-achieving school was, “High-stakes
testing limits the amount of content covered and depth of detail explored.” Teachers
explained not being able to “dive into the real details or events," not being able to “go
deep into the content," “covering the bare minimum”, and not “teaching thinking skills.”
The statements made by the teachers at the low-achieving school are mimicked in
previous research. Early studies of high-stakes testing revealed the use of low-level tests
produced low-level student outcomes. When students were evaluated on simple skills and
basic content, teachers did not devote time to helping them develop higher order thinking
skills (Shepard, 2002) as the test did not require those skills. Analysis found that the
narrowing of curricular content was strongest among participants in the studies that
focused on high-stakes testing in secondary education, with the most narrowing found in
social studies (Au, 2007).
After careful review, the researcher found the mandated U.S. History curriculum
for the district required teachers to move through content at a rapid pace. Teachers were
given very specific timelines from the pacing guide of the curriculum to cover topics
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within a specified amount of time. For example, teachers were expected to teach and
cover historical topics from 1968 to present day in 3 weeks during the fourth quarter of
the second semester. The research conducted by Valli and Buese (2007) supports the
statements made by teachers at the low- achieving school. Their research found teachers
covered material at a fast pace, content and topics lacked organization, and teachers felt
they were racing through the curriculum. The researcher believes the End of Course U.S.
History test limits the amount of depth teachers cover in U.S. History. The researcher
also believes the teachers at the low-achieving school are not aware of instructional
methods that would allow teachers to cover more in-depth topics in the given amount of
time.
The second theme found was, “High-stakes testing negativity impacts teaching
style.” Past research has emphasized the negative consequences of high-stakes testing.
Teachers at this school indicated teaching students “how to answer a question, not how to
think or problem solve,” “how to bubble in circles (on a test) instead of teaching skills,”
teaching students “exactly what they need to know (for the test) and nothing more,”
knowing they are teaching the “wrong way” and “it’s ineffective,” “using the drill and
practice method to teach content,” and using ineffective methods to “maintain classroom
control.” In the 1980s, unintended consequences from high-stakes testing created
pressures that encouraged teachers to emphasize drill-based instruction, narrowing of
content, and the regurgitation of facts (Firestone et al., 1998). Established through the
literature, high-stakes testing policy directives promote an environment in which teachers
enact pedagogies that are at odds with best practices. Students spend most of their time
sitting in lectures, engaging in rote-memorization and recitations, and completing
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worksheets. Those activities lack the intellectual demands for higher order thinking and
learning that increases student engagement (Valli & Buese, 2007). Such findings by Valli
and Buese (2007) reflected the field of cognitive psychology by reporting learning
requires active construction of knowledge, not the rote memorization of facts (Schultz,
2005). Rote memorization learning is not as effective as associative learning
(Willingham, 2008). Piaget and Vygotsky, two of the most influential theorists in
cognitive psychology, believed learning occurred through building constructs and
internalizing the knowledge given, rather than accepting the information as presented
through rote-memory (Ozer, 2004). The researcher believes the teachers at the lowachieving school use ineffective teaching styles to meet the demands of the U.S. History
End of Course test which results in low test scores and poor student achievement.
Conclusions and Implications
Throughout the study, teachers from three high schools described various
perceptions of high-stakes testing. The teachers at each school indicated using diverse
methodological approaches and pedagogical approaches when teaching a U.S. History
course with a state- mandated End of Course test. The three groups of teachers from each
school expressed that high-stakes testing did enhance teacher content knowledge and
cause them to make changes to the curriculum taught, which subsequently led to
modifications in teaching strategies and instructional approaches used.
Overall, teachers at the higher performing school appeared to focus on students'
learning and used the End of Course test as a way to determine student mastery. Yet
instruction was guided within the framework of improved student understanding in U.S.
History. Distinctly, teachers at both the average-achieving and low-achieving high
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schools appeared to focus instruction on the test, limiting student practice and the scope
of the material taught. Teachers at the high-achieving high school expressed increased
stress levels due to increased emphasis on school test scores. Research revealed that
teachers’ work has increased, intensified, and expanded in response to federal, state, and
local policies aimed at raising student achievement and high-stakes testing (Valli &
Burse, 2007). High-stakes testing resulted in ineffective instructional practices like rote
memorization and unintended consequences like curriculum narrowing, as expressed by
teachers in this study. Those unintended consequences, according to Pope and Miller
(2002), directly undermine reflective, student-centered practices and negatively shape
instructional practices of teachers.
Findings from this study and existing literature suggest that the high-stakes statemandated End of Course U.S. History testing program may lead to instruction that
contradicts teachers' views of effective instructional and educational practices as reflected
by Abrams et al., 2003. Ten out of 12 participants from each school reported the pressure
they felt to raise test scores encouraged them to emphasize instructional practices and
strategies that mirrored the content and format of the End of Course test and encouraged
teachers to devote large amounts of class time to test preparation activities, resulting in a
loss of content being taught. This belief is supported by data from the National Center for
Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (1999) indicating teachers’ plan
their curricula around state tests and limit the scope of the curriculum taught.
The findings of this study supports the four hypothesis made by the researcher.
The findings indicate: (a) high-stakes testing is directly affecting teacher methodology
and pedagogy; (b) curriculum narrowing is occurring in each of the school sites in U.S.
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History classrooms due to time constraints experienced by the teachers; (c) high-stakes
testing is perceived negatively by teachers because it creates additional stress, results in
lost instructional time, and does not support effective education; and (d) teachers at each
school site are teaching to the test.
Directions for Future Research
As with any study, the findings in the current study are only a micro
representation of a topic, in this case representing the perceptions of U.S. History
teachers at three high schools with varying student achievement levels on the U.S.
History End of Course exam. The findings of this study describe the perceptions of high
school U.S. History teachers in a given school district. As a result of this study, several
possibilities for future research arose. From the findings of this study, future research
could investigate the types of pedagogical modifications made by U.S. History teachers
with an End of Course Test. Such a study may shed additional light on how U.S. History
teachers modify and alter the U.S. History curriculum to meet the needs of their students
and the End of Course Test.
This study can be replicated on a larger scale, increasing the scope and size of the
current study by increasing the number of teacher participants and the number of school
sites used. In addition, conducting this study again using several school districts within a
state or within several states may provide richer data and additional themes.
Conducting a mixed methodology study is needed to refute, support, or enhance
the findings of this study. It is the belief of the researcher that this study could be
replicated using a mixed methodology. In a mixed methodology study, the researcher
could conduct teacher surveys, analyze available End of Course test results data, and
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interview teachers, all of which may provide statistical data to support teacher statements,
beliefs, and approaches used. Further research using a mixed methodology may add to
the understanding of this phenomenon and to the existing body of literature.
Future research could also compare the pedagogical approaches used by teachers
in tested and non-tested subjects. Such research may find teachers of non-tested subjects
utilize alternate methods and instructional approaches that increase student learning and
subject matter knowledge.
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